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    Prologue


    


    


    “Daddy, please don’t leave me.” My face was wet from crying so much. My daddy was bleeding, and there was no one around to help me.


    We had been driving in the car when a small tree came out of nowhere, smashed through the window, and went into my daddy’s chest. He was finding it hard to breathe, and I could see blood coming out of his mouth. I knew something was very wrong. Daddy was hurt.


    He tried to say something to me, but all he did was choke. “Daddy, don’t... I need you. Please, Daddy... Please.”


    He tried so hard to speak, but all he did was make funny noises. There was no one there. No one to help me. There was blood on my new birthday dress and all over my hands as I screamed for someone to help my daddy.


    The only thing I saw was an empty road ahead. No cars had come by because everyone was indoors. It was too windy to go anywhere, but Daddy took me out so he could get me something special.


    “Daddy, what do I do? Please tell me what to do. I’m scared, Daddy. I’m so scared.” I was crying harder and squeezing his hand. I didn’t want him to leave me. He couldn’t leave me.


    All I could hear was the wind and my daddy’s coughing. I was so frightened. I needed someone to help my daddy. Why was no one here?


    Suddenly, he started coughing really badly and yanked on my hand like he was desperate to speak. His eyes went wide like he had just seen a ghost... and then...


    Silence...


    


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter One


    


    


    As per usual, my mother was really pissing me off. If it wasn’t for the fact that I couldn’t afford to live anywhere else, I wouldn’t be here. My mum had control of the trust fund my dad left me when he died until I turned twenty-one. I couldn’t go anywhere until I had that in my hands.


    There were over two more years to go. Two long, arduous fucking years of putting up with her accusing looks... the ones which told me everything. The looks which said it was all my fault that he was gone. I couldn’t stand her. She was like a never-ending thorn in my side. She was always out fucking God-only-knew-who and then bringing them back to our house. I had to just sit and listen to them. Some men stayed overnight, and they were the scum of the universe. The amount of times they would hit on me after they had just slept with my mum was too much for words. I mean, seriously? Fuck that shit. It made my skin crawl.


    As sickening as it was, she was already at it again. Apparently, she met someone eight months ago. At least this one kept some distance from the house—so much so that she wanted me to meet him and his son tonight. She had a big announcement, she had said.


    Fucking great.


    Closing my eyes, I wandered back to two weeks ago, when I had met a man a couple of years older than I. I was at a bar and getting pissed with Mandy. Getting pissed with Mandy was a regular occurrence. She knew all about me and was the only solid in my life. I had two months to go until my nineteenth birthday. Normally, my dad’s death didn’t start hitting me until a month before the anniversary date, but this time it was happening two months early. I dreaded this time of year.


    I wanted to be emotionally numb. I wanted to only feel pleasure. Feeling pleasure was good for me, especially when it involved a man going down on me or using his cock to pound me up against a wall.


    I wasn’t a slut by any means. I didn’t sleep around at all. I only seemed to want to be with a man when it got near my birthday. I actually lost my virginity to a man when I turned eighteen. And when I say a “man,” I mean a man. I wasn’t sure how old he was, but I was pretty sure he was twice my age. I wanted someone who knew what he was doing. I didn’t want a fumbling young buffoon, who came the minute his dick was inside of me. I wanted someone with a solid amount of experience, and I wasn’t disappointed. The man who approached me at the bar on my birthday was staying at a well-known hotel about half an hour away from my town. Mandy told me that only the finest of men frequented there. She knew I wanted someone refined. Someone who would take care of me. Someone who knew what he was doing.


    “Hi. My name is—”


    I put my hand up. “No names, please. Or, if you want, call yourself by another name.”


    The guy standing next to me at the bar smiled. It was a nice smile. It showed off his gentle eyes. They were the kind of eyes a woman could easily get herself lost in. They were the most unusual shade of green I had ever encountered. His dark hair was cropped short, and he had a very well-defined jaw. Scanning him further, I noticed that not only was he the most handsome and mature man I had ever seen, but he was also the sexiest. His body was toned and taut, and his hands were big and bulky. Looking at his hands, I spotted no ring on his left wedding finger.


    Bingo!


    Glancing back up, I saw a very rugged five o’clock shadow. I suddenly had this urge to lick his face and run my tongue against his stubble. Lord knows where the hell that thought came from, but I ran with it.


    “So, let me get this straight, young lady. If you’re asking me to give you a fake name, then am I right in thinking that you’re planning on spending the evening with me?”


    He leaned over the bar and swept his finger over his mouth as he waited. That was all the encouragement I needed. Man that was sexy.


    “Yes,” I breathed, a little uneasily.


    “How old are you... ?”


    “Nikki.”


    He smiled. “Nikki. Hmm, I like that. So, how old are you?”


    “Old enough. In fact, it’s my birthday today. I’m out celebrating.” I smiled and held my drink up for him.


    “Well, happy birthday... Nikki.” He winked at me knowingly. “Call me Miller.” He held his hand out, so I shook it. “What can I get you to drink, Nikki?”


    He was good. In fact, he was better than good. The only problem was that I had no one else to compare him to until I met Brent. Boy, what an arsehole he turned out to be. I found him in a nightclub toilet getting a blowjob from my so-called mate, Jennifer. To say she didn’t go home that night with a slapped face would be a lie. I never saw her again after that. Brent still called for a while afterwards, though. I got the usual bullshit.


    “She means nothing to me.”


    “It was all a mistake.”


    “You’re the only one for me.”


    He was the one who began my theory that men could never be relied upon. I especially found that out for myself with my next boyfriend, Chris. We had only been dating for two months when he shagged his next door neighbour’s daughter. I would have given the arsehole a thorough hiding, but the girl’s dad got to him first. I must admit I felt a little smug about that.


    From then on, I had had no one. I had not relied upon men for anything. All they had ever done was leave and disappoint.


    The problem I was having was with my last encounter. He was a man I couldn’t get out of my head. Miller, my first, knew what he was doing, but this other guy? Wow. I wasn’t sure if it was the chemistry between us that set the fireworks off, or what. All I knew was that I wished it had never happened. For the last two weeks, I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about how he touched me in a way that made me think he knew my body better than I did. He couldn’t have been that much older than I, but boy... he knew how to please a woman. There was no second guessing needed regarding the number of women he had probably slept with. I mean, he agreed to sleep with me with no promises of a phone call after. That kind of told me everything I needed to know. I suppose I was being hypocritical, but I doubted I was wrong about him. He called himself ‘H,’ and I told him to call me ‘AJ’ for Ayden Joanna. I didn’t know why that slipped out. In fact, I cursed myself for giving him my nickname—a nickname which was only ever reserved for my father.


    Why did I do that?


    “Why are you coming to bars to pick up men? You don’t look like you belong here.”


    I placed my hand on my chest. “Me? Not belong here?” I started laughing.


    That damn sexy eyebrow of his arched again. He was hot, and I mean really hot. His hair was dark brown, almost black. He also had green eyes that reminded me of the man I lost my virginity to. What was it with me and men with dark hair and green eyes?


    Although the man, who called himself Miller, was gorgeous, he couldn’t hold a candle to this guy. When he looked at me, it was almost as if he was reaching into my soul. It both terrified and fascinated me all at once. Despite my head and my heart warning me that this guy would only be trouble, I ignored them both. I went with what my body craved, and it craved to have this man inside of me. On top of me. Underneath me.


    “You don’t look like the kind of woman who picks up men at bars.” He smiled, leaning in a little bit more. I caught a whiff of his aftershave, and it hit me straight between my legs.


    “I don’t usually. It’s just tonight. I need to forget.”


    Why on earth did I tell him that?


    He gave me a concerned frown. “Why, darling? What do you need to forget about?”


    I sighed. “Everything. I need to forget the life I have and the person I am. Just for one night, I need to forget.” I looked up into those emerald eyes which held me captive. “Can you be the one to help me forget?”


    He leaned down, mere inches away from my mouth. Desire sparked between us instantly.


    “I can certainly try.”


    “Ayden!” I jumped. “Ayden!”


    “Fuck!” It was my mum. What in the hell did she want?


    She burst through my bedroom door without knocking. “Mum, what the hell? I could have been naked here.”


    She ignored me. “Ayden, Mason and Hunter will be here at any moment. You have to look presentable. You’re always doing this to me! Always trying to make me look bad.”


    I smiled. “Why? Are you worried that your little show of happy families is going to fall flat on its arse?”


    She put her hand on her hip and sighed. “Ayden, I don’t need your fucking shit today. You’re an ungrateful bitch, who needs to show me some fucking respect.”


    I rolled my eyes. “Like you’re doing now? Very respectful, Mum.”


    She actually stomped her foot. “Ayden, don’t you mess this up for me! This is the first guy since your father who has shown any real respect for me. He treats me like a lady.”


    I huffed, thinking that that was rich. She was anything but a lady. The way she treated me was a prime example.


    “Besides, I heard his son is quite the catch. Every girl your age is after him. Mason's son is very popular around High Wycombe and beyond. You need someone like him in your life. Maybe he can get you out a bit more.”


    I laughed. It was funny really. I thought I was out of the house a lot already. Obviously, my own mother thought it wasn’t enough.


    “Sure, Kat. Whatever you say.”


    She began to walk out, but paused at the last second. “And that’s another thing... call me ‘Mum’ when they arrive, please. I don’t think they’ll feel we’re that close if you call me by my first name.”


    I laughed again. That was hilarious. “Oh yeah, because we really are that close. When do you fancy braiding my hair next, Mum?”


    She sighed. “Just fucking do as you’re told.” She looked over my attire. “And tidy yourself up; you look like a slut.” With her last jab at me, she was out the door.


    Yeah, that’s my mother. Isn’t she swell?


    Sighing, I got off of my bed and looked at myself in the mirror. I didn’t look too bad. Sure, my skirt could be a little longer, but my grey, off-the-shoulder, loose-fitting top didn’t look at all slutty.


    I smoothed my hands down my skirt, but decided to appease my mother and look for something a little longer. I liked wearing skirts because I always got complimented on my legs. I have very long legs. I think I got my height from my father. He was the tall one.


    I also have his blonde hair and light blue eyes. My hair is long, almost trailing to my bottom. I kept my hair unchanged all of these years because it was the one thing my dad used to rave about when I was little. He loved my hair, so I daren’t cut it. Luckily for me, I had naturally wavy, smooth hair.


    Sighing to myself, I walked over to my wardrobe and looked through my things. There were a few more short skirts in there, but the others looked a little boring. Some of my skirts would have given my mother a heart attack. That thought brought a wicked smile to my face.


    In the end, I settled on an above-the-knee, red, flowing skirt. It still said sexy, but it also said elegant. I could handle that, though I wasn’t sure my mum could.


    Pleased that I had done enough to satisfy my daughterly duties, I sat back down on the bed and read a magazine. I wasn’t sure how long I had been reading before I heard a car outside. I pricked my ears up, but I didn’t move from my bed. When she wanted me, I had no doubt she would call for me.


    In the end, it must have been a record ten minutes before I heard her screaming my name. Even though the door was closed and she was downstairs, her voice still sounded like nails on a chalkboard.


    “I’m coming!” I shouted dutifully.


    Yes, I wished I was fucking coming. Since meeting “Mysterious Sexy Eyes,” that’s all I had thought about.


    I stood up, straightened myself out, and glanced in the mirror one last time before venturing down the stairs. It wasn’t long before I heard the baritone sound of a male voice alongside the sickly, stick-your-finger-down-your-throat giggles from my mother.


    I saw my mother at the same moment she spun around to see me. She smiled sweetly and clasped her hands together like she was the proudest Mum in the universe.


    Please, someone, give me a bucket!


    “Ah, here she is! My only daughter,” she cooed.


    I rolled my eyes before the man came into view. I secretly hoped he wasn’t like the other scumbags. I really couldn’t be bothered with having to kick someone else’s balls.


    As I neared the next step, I saw his legs, then his torso. Hmm... seemed okay so far. He was actually dressed to impress with a suit. He even looked like he was in good shape.


    Next step down.


    My heart was beating wildly as his mouth came into view. That mouth looked awfully familiar. The lips were full and pouty. Just like the pair of lips I remembered sucking on the night I had lost my virginity. Just like the pair of lips that had licked...


    Next step down.


    Oh. Fuck. Me.


    Deer caught in the headlights. That’s how both of us looked. If it wasn’t so serious, I would have been laughing my head off. This was no laughing matter, though. None of it was funny at all.


    It was only when I got down the next step and noticed that my hand wasn’t moving that I realised I had it gripped to the banister like it was my only lifeline.


    I really hoped he was the mail man or something. Maybe just a delivery guy? Jehovah’s Witness, perhaps?


    “Ayden, I would like you to meet Mason Davenport.”


    Maybe not then! I was so screwed.


    She smiled sweetly and placed a loving hand on a very shocked Mason. “Mason, this is my daughter, Ayden.”


    Mason stared at me a little longer. It was beginning to look and feel a little awkward all of a sudden.


    As if he sensed this, Mason cleared his throat, smiled, and leaned forward to take my hand. “Nice to meet you, Ayden. I’ve heard so much about you. I practically feel like I know you already.” The undertone to his statement didn’t go unnoticed.


    At least he remembered me . . .


    God, what was I saying?


    I cleared my throat. How much more agony did I need to endure? “Nice to meet you, too.”


    My mother made a noise like a little chipmunk. “It’s so nice that you’ve finally met each other.” She looked around. “Where’s Hunter? He is coming, isn’t he?”


    Mason managed to pry his eyes from mine to look at my mother. “Erm... yes. He’s just gone to the local shop to get us a couple bottles of champagne.”


    My mother cooed, “Oh, that’s great. Would you like something to drink now?”


    I shouted, “No!” just at the same time as Mason shouted, “Yes!”


    I didn’t want to be alone with this guy, but it looked like he had other ideas.


    My mother laughed. “Mason, what can I get you, darling?”


    Mason smiled. “Just some water for now, Kat. Thank you.”


    She tapped his shoulder, glared at me to behave, and moved away. I really didn’t want this. “Maybe I should go and help—”


    I made a move to go, but Mason grabbed me. “I had no idea.” At least he had the sense to look panicked.


    “Oh, and you think I did? This isn’t exactly a picnic for me either.”


    His eyes widened. “You won’t say anything?”


    I gave him a look. “You really think I want to tell her that the man I lost my virginity to is the same man she’s dating?”


    Mason’s eyes went wide again. “I didn’t know you were a virgin.”


    I shook my head. “This is so not the time to be discussing this.”


    He nodded. “Yeah. You’re right.” He paced a little, looking seriously stressed. “Fuck.”


    “Darling, here’s your water.” My mother walked in with a spring in her step. You would think she had won the lottery the way she was parading herself though the house.


    “So, what is it you wanted to tell me?” I asked, wanting to get to the bottom of it.


    “All in good time, sweetie. Hunter hasn’t arrived yet.”


    I didn’t know which was more sickening—my mother being nice or calling me “sweetie.” I guess it had to be a mixture of both.


    I couldn’t understand this. When I met Mason, he seemed like an intelligent man. How the hell he could have failed to see past my mother’s fake smile was beyond me.


    I barely had time to comprehend all of this when I heard a car horn blaring outside. Mason smiled and turned to my mother. “That must be Hunter.”


    I soon heard a knock on the door, and my mother turned on her heels to answer it. In that brief moment alone, Mason gave me an apologetic look.


    Yeah, buddy. You and me both.


    I heard my mother greet Hunter in the hall, and then I heard his voice filling the air.


    I inhaled sharply. My nostrils flared, and the tiny hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. I would know that voice anywhere. That voice was nearly identical to the one that was whispering sweet words into my ear not so long ago.


    “Fuck, you’re so tight. You’re pussy is so sweet. I can’t get enough of it.”


    Surely this couldn’t be? Karma wouldn’t be so cruel!


    He entered the room, and all of the air that was in my lungs escaped me at once. He stood there in shock as he penetrated me with those eyes. Suddenly, his lips curved up into that cheeky, but beautiful smile I remembered from two weeks ago.


    I felt dizzy. I felt nauseous. Suddenly, the whole room was spinning.


    “Shit!” I heard someone shout.


    As my head cleared, I was suddenly aware that Hunter was on one side of me with Mason on the other side. They were pulling me up and ushering me towards a chair.


    I was in the seven circles of hell. Surely I had just died, and now I was in hell for being responsible for my father’s death. I was being punished for being the murderer my mother always made me out to be.


    This couldn’t be any more surreal than it already was. I had two men—both of whom I had slept with over the course of a year—holding me up on either side.


    Father and son.


    “I can’t say I’ve ever had that affect on a woman before. I suppose there’s always time for a first,” I heard Hunter joke.


    My mother giggled. “She’s always been a little melodramatic.”


    Trust my mother to stick her nose in it. She would think I had purposely acted faint just to get attention. All I wanted to do was grab a bottle of something strong and head up to my room.


    “Are you okay?”


    I looked up to see the concern in Mason’s eyes. I gave him a look to say I wasn’t okay. Of course I wasn’t okay. Nothing about this situation was okay.


    “I’m fine. Thank you.”


    “Are you sure?”


    I looked to my other side and saw Hunter smiling down at me. He asked the question, but he was obviously too busy feeling smug about my reaction to him when he walked in to care about my answer. He thought I almost fainted because of him alone.


    He didn’t know the half of it.


    I nodded my head, and Mason gestured for me to take his water. I uttered my thanks, took a sip, and felt my nerves calm down a bit.


    “Well, that was a great start to the introductions.” My mother laughed, but then glared at me while Hunter and Mason weren’t looking. They were too busy staring at me like I would break.


    I didn’t want this.


    “Have you eaten today?” Hunter asked.


    I nodded. “I had a sandwich at lunchtime.”


    He frowned. “That’s not enough. You need to eat.” He turned to my mother. “Kat, do you have anything she can nibble on for now? Some bread or crackers, perhaps?”


    My mother laughed like they were being ridiculous, but moved towards the kitchen. “Sure thing, Hunter. I’ll go grab some crackers from the pantry.” She glared at me again and walked off.


    Hunter kneeled down and took my hand. “Are you sure you’re okay?”


    I looked up, and I really wished I hadn’t. My obsession with those eyes was playing a taunting game with me. His mesmerising gaze was like none other I had ever experienced in my life. It was almost as if he could reach into my soul and pick out all of my sins. Sins I didn’t want him to know about. Sins that would ultimately destroy me if they ever got out. If he knew my sins, he wouldn’t be kneeling beside me with my hand in his. He wouldn’t be sharing with me that look of promises to come. He would be disgusted with me. I was disgusted with me.


    I nodded, but averted my eyes. I couldn’t have him looking at me like that. Looking like he wanted to eat me until he devoured me whole. There would be no way I could ever go back there with him again.


    “Fuck, you feel so good.”


    Shit, I was going crazy. I had to stop thinking about that night. I had to get him out of my head.


    “Isn’t that just so sweet, Mason? Look, they’re bonding already.”


    Mason looked up to my mother and smiled as she handed me the crackers. As I said my thanks, I grabbed one off the plate. Hunter winked at me and then gently swept his finger under my palm.


    My whole body reacted. Shit, if just that little touch could set off sparks, then how would it feel if he touched me somewhere more intimate again? I couldn’t allow myself to ever be alone with him. It was just a good thing that my mum wasn’t marrying Mason... Then, I would be in serious trouble.


    “Right. Shall we make the announcement, Mason?” She walked over to him, and he placed a loving arm around her shoulder. They both looked happy for some reason.


    “Hunter, why don’t you open a bottle of that champagne first?”


    Hunter reluctantly let go of my hand and walked towards the two bottles on the table. My mother raced out the room, grabbed four glasses, and came running back. Hunter smiled at my mum and then popped the champagne. My mother cheered, and we all watched as Hunter poured some into all four glasses.


    He handed them out, and when he came to me, he purposefully swept his finger over mine. I looked into his eyes, and he winked at me.


    The fire burned between my legs. Shit, he didn’t even need to touch me for it to start. All he had to do was simply be in the same room with me, and I wanted him with a passion.


    “So, what’s this all about, Dad? You’ve been keeping me hanging for two days now.”


    All eyes were on my mother and Mason as they smiled brightly. I popped another cracker in my mouth and waited for someone to speak.


    “We’re getting married!”


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Two


    


    


    I started choking, and Hunter came over the pat me on the back. “You’re what?” I asked. It wasn’t quite sinking in just yet.


    My mother stroked Mason’s chest—the same chest I had licked champagne from only last year. This was so fucked up.


    “Mason asked me to marry him two days ago, and I said yes. We’ve been waiting for a chance to get you both together, so we could tell you.” She smiled up at Mason again before looking back at us. “We’ll be married in two months’ time, but Mason and Hunter will be moving in next week. We’re going to be one big happy family.”


    Bile rose quickly in my throat. I had to run. I had to get to the nearest toilet as soon as possible. This nightmare was just getting worse. I thought it was bad before, but this? This was worse than hell itself.


    I ran to the downstairs toilet as fast as my legs could carry me and threw up the crackers I had just eaten. I heard a commotion and my name being shouted from outside the door, but right then, I just wanted the bathroom floor to swallow me.


    As I was flushing the chain and wiping my mouth, my mother came through the door and closed it behind her. She looked pissed.


    “Will you stop taking all of the fucking attention, Ayden? What the fuck is wrong with you?” When I didn’t answer her, she sighed. “Just stop playing these stupid fucking games of yours and clean up. You look like shit.” She looked at my top. “And pull that thing up on your shoulder a bit more. You look like a tart.”


    With that, she turned and walked out the door. My mother always had the most wonderful things to say to me.


    With a sigh, I rinsed my mouth out with some mouthwash and took a brief look in the mirror. My mother was right. I did look like shit.


    Groaning, I made my way outside to find Hunter and Mason staring at me again. This was just too much for one evening.


    “Are you all right? Do you need to lie down for a little while?”


    I started to answer Mason with a yes, but my mother cut in first. “She’s fine. It was just the shock of it all. Wasn’t it, honey? You were telling me you would be okay in the bathroom, weren’t you?”


    She glared at me, so I nodded and smiled my best possible smile. “Yes, I’ll be fine. It was just a little bit overwhelming there for a second, but I’ve calmed down.”


    My mother smiled brightly, making me want to wipe that smile right off of her face. Telling her I fucked her soon-to-be husband ought to do it. Despite what I felt for her though, this was one secret that was going to remain tightly locked up. There was no way in hell I was letting this one out.


    “Do you want to sit at the table while I get dinner ready?” my mother chimed.


    “I’ll help you,” I offered. I didn’t want to help her, but I also didn’t want to be left alone in the same room as the two men I had been intimate with not that long ago.


    “Ayden, how sweet of you. Thank you. I would much rather you stay here and get to know Mason and Hunter a little more, though. We will, after all, be living together soon.”


    She turned on her heels and walked out. Little did she know I knew them in more ways than she could imagine.


    When she was out of sight, Mason cleared his throat and motioned to the table. “Shall we?”


    I smiled and nodded my head just as Hunter came to stand beside me. He placed his hand on the small of my back and guided me to the seat. Just before sitting, he trailed his hand down towards my bottom and patted it.


    Heat travelled up my spine as I tried my hardest to calm my racing heart. I looked up to him, and his smile alongside that look in his eye captured me straight away.


    As I sat down, Hunter made sure my chair was pushed in before he came and sat next to me. He placed the glass of champagne by my side, and I nodded my thanks.


    “So, Ayden, your mother tells me you’re studying criminology.”


    I nodded. “Yeah, that’s right.”


    Fingers trailed lightly up my thigh causing me to tighten my legs together. This so wasn’t what I wanted, but I did want it. His touch was addictive. At the same time, I was acutely aware that my first-ever conquest was staring at me from the other side of the table.


    “That sounds fascinating,” he urged.


    “It is. It’s great to see how criminal minds work, trying to arrange all of the puzzle pieces together and see them take shape. I’ve just done a thesis on John Wayne Gacy, the famous serial killer.”


    Mason smiled. “Ah, the killer clown.”


    I smiled at the fact that he knew. “That’s the one. He was a member of the local Democratic Party and even met the first lady, Rosalynn Carter.”


    Mason raised an eyebrow. “Really? That must be a fun class to sit in on.” Mason smiled and looked from me to Hunter, who still had his hand on my thigh. “Hunter is studying law—just like his old man.”


    My eyes widened. “You’re a lawyer?”


    Mason saw my reaction and chuckled slightly. “Yes. Have you heard of Davenport and Son? It used to be Davenport Solicitors, but I’ve recently changed it, knowing my son will soon be working alongside me.”


    I had heard of it from somewhere, but I couldn’t remember from where as I wracked my brains to recall.


    Then, it hit me. “Did you prosecute Marilyn Darbyshaw, the famous woman who killed all those children a few years back?”


    He nodded. “That’s me. You really do know your stuff.” He sighed. “It’s actually rather uncanny that we’re here, and all of us are working in law.”


    And then some.


    “Yes, it is.”


    Just as Mason smiled, Hunter lightly danced his fingers further up my leg, making me shudder. “Cold?” Hunter asked with a cocky smile.


    I shook my head. “No. In a sense, I feel like someone has just walked over my grave.” I glared at Hunter to stop, but he just sat there grinning like an idiot.


    “Dinner’s ready!” my mother chimed, bringing in a big pot and placing it in the middle of the table. “I’ve made good, old-fashioned beef stew and dumplings.”


    “Smells wonderful,” Mason offered.


    “Yes, thank you, Kat. It smells delicious.” Hunter beamed in her direction, making her blush.


    Worst. Day. Ever.


    One by one, my mother grabbed each bowl, pouring a healthy portion into each. “Ayden was just telling me all about her criminology course. I was just saying how much of a coincidence it is that we’re all in law together.”


    She beamed. “Yes. She probably gets that from me, since I work at a police station.”


    I rolled my eyes. What utter bullshit. She was an Executive Officer at the local police station. It wasn’t like she was out solving the crimes of the century. I actually got this dream from my dad. He was a high ranking profiler before he died. He had even written several books about it, which I read in later years. I didn’t understand profiling as a child, but it fascinated me as I started growing up. All of his books became bestsellers, and that was the reason we lived such a lavish lifestyle. Part of his royalties paid for this house and another part had been put into my trust fund. The other amounts that continued to roll in helped to pay all of the bills.


    “So, Hunter, I hear you’re studying at Oxford. That’s quite an achievement!”


    Hunter nodded and trailed circles with his finger around my thigh. “Thank you, Kat. It’s very interesting. I’m just into my fourth year.”


    She smiled. “It’s great that Ayden has someone close to her age around here. She’s almost nineteen now. How old are you?”


    He gripped my thigh, making my longing for him almost unbearable. “I’ve just turned twenty-three.”


    We all took bites of our food and complimented my mother on her cooking skills. My mother always knew how to cook. It was the one thing she had going for her.


    “I know you two must have had a shock today. I hope that meeting here will make you see that we can work this out together as a family. I’m sure we’ll make many happy memories together.” My mother smiled, expecting a reaction from me. I almost replied with a cutting remark, but Hunter luckily interrupted.


    “Of course.” He turned to me with that devilish smile of his again. “I can’t wait to get to know Ayden better.” With that, his hand moved all the way up until he found my soaking wet knickers.


    I fought the urge to close my eyes and moan. Instead, I smiled sweetly, grabbed his hand and pulled two of his fingers back.


    “Yes. I can’t wait either.” I gave him my best winning smile and revelled in the fact that his face was turning red.


    I let go of his hand, and he immediately pulled it away.


    Thank God. All I had left to do was to stop the constant throbbing between my legs.


    Once I ate half of my food, I started drinking the champagne. In fact, the champagne was a treat. With the shock I had just taken, I thought I deserved it.


    Mason picked up the bottle and poured some more into my glass. “You seem to like the stuff.” He gave me that knowing look. The look that told me he remembered everything about that night.


    That was so what I didn’t need.


    “Ayden, calm yourself a little, dear. That’s your third glass in a matter of minutes.”


    I hiccupped, realising she was right. The bubbles were already going to my head. Hunter smiled wickedly in my direction. Obviously, he had already forgotten about the hand incident. I didn’t much care... just as long as he didn’t touch me again. His touch, along with the champagne mixing around in my head would be too much.


    My mother’s gaze went from me to Hunter. “Hunter, dear, do you have a girlfriend?”


    I snapped my head to him, eagerly awaiting his answer. Why did I care so much?


    He shook his head. “No, not at the moment. I’m too busy with my studies.”


    Mason laughed. “My boy here is a bit of a ladies’ man. He likes to go out and have fun. I was the same at his age. As long as it doesn’t affect his studies, I’m all for it. One day, a special lady will capture his heart, but for now, he’s still young.”


    I stiffened at the “ladies’ man” comment. Just how many ladies had he slept with?


    I shut my eyes for a moment. It was probably best I didn’t know.


    “What about you, Ayden? Do you have a boyfriend?”


    I opened my eyes to find Mason and Hunter eagerly awaiting my answer. I shook my head. “No. No one special. I like to be free, just like Hunter.”


    My mother laughed. “Yes, my daughter does attract them. I can’t tell you how many times a boy has come knocking on my door.”


    She meant it as an insult to me, but all that did was provoke a reaction from Hunter. I felt him visibly stiffen beside me. Surely he didn’t care?


    What surprised me even more was that Mason had almost the exact same reaction. He stiffened slightly, but then immediately relaxed.


    Seriously, what a nightmare! I think it’s about time I woke up. Don’t you think you’ve had your fun?!


    “So, what are the wedding plans?” Hunter asked. I was glad he had changed the subject.


    My mother grabbed Mason’s hand and smiled adoringly at him. “Well... ” She looked back at us. “We were planning on a small reception wedding. We don’t want anything fancy. We will be going away for three weeks straight after the wedding day. You two will have the house to yourselves!” she squealed. “Just as long as you don’t have any lavish parties.”


    Oh fuck. Really? I would have to spend three weeks alone in the house with horn on a stick? The evening just got better and better.


    Hunter turned to me with a smile. “I’m sure we can behave ourselves... Can’t we, Ayden?”


    I gritted my teeth, but nodded. “Yes, of course we will. I’ll probably just spend most of the time locked up in my room studying.”


    Hunter’s eyes widened as he smiled. I knew that smile. It promised I would be studying a lot of him.


    “Yes,” he purred. “Me, too.”


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Three


    


    


    Once dinner was over and the plates were put away, Mason poured us all another glass of champagne. My mother grabbed Mason’s glass with her own and smiled up at him.


    “Mason, why don’t we go outside and enjoy the summer air? It’s been lovely and warm today. Besides,” she looked over to us, “I think Ayden and Hunter should be left alone to get to know each other.”


    I shook my head. “That’s not necess—”


    “That would be great, Kat. Thank you.”


    I looked over at Hunter while he beamed in my direction. If I had had a large object, I would have gladly aimed it at his smug face.


    “Well, that’s settled then. Come on, darling.” My mother grabbed Mason’s hand and dragged him out of the room. The minute they were gone, I felt my whole body tense.


    Hunter watched as they disappeared and then turned to me with a big grin. “Hello, sis.”


    I balled my fists in my hands. “Don’t fucking say that. I’m not your sister.”


    He ran his eyes down the length of my body. “No, you certainly weren’t doing sisterly things to me a couple of weeks back. In fact, some of the things we were doing may have been damn right illegal.”


    I put my hand up. “Don’t.”


    He stepped forward. “Don’t what, AJ?”


    I shuddered at the memory of him whispering that into my ear as he was fucking me. “You’re so fucking beautiful, AJ.”


    “Don’t come near me.”


    He stepped forward again, so I stepped back. “Why not? Don’t you want to give your brother a hug?”


    I stepped back again. “No, I fucking don’t. And stop saying that. We’re not related.”


    He stepped forward again—looking like a lion about to pounce on his prey. “You know... I’ve often thought about that night. I wanted to fuck you again, but by morning, you had run off. No one has ever done that to me before.”


    I took another step back. “Well, what was the point? We were never going to see each other again.” Not to mention the fact I knew he would have been a danger to my heart.


    “That’s not the point. The point I was trying to make was that I had never had that done to me. I wasn’t finished with you yet, and you fucked off anyway. I’m the one that leaves. Not the other way around. You owe me.”


    My eyes bugged right out of my head. “I don’t owe you shit.”


    He stepped forward again. “Really?” I nodded. “Do you want to tell your mum and my dad that?”


    No, I fucking well didn’t, and he knew it. “You’re not telling them anything. You’re just bluffing.”


    He stepped even closer. “Really? I highly doubt my dad would be surprised by me, but your mum? It’s not good on a lady if she sleeps around.”


    I felt my nostrils flare. “I do not sleep around.”


    He grinned. “So, you really don’t make a habit of picking up men in bars and taking them back to a hotel room?”


    I thought back to the only two times in my life that I had done exactly that. Little did he know the first time was with his dad.


    “No,” I growled back.


    He stepped forward again, and I took another step back. I instantly met with resistance behind me. Why did people have to put up walls in houses?!


    Hunter smiled when he realised he had me just where he wanted me. He had me captive—pinned there by his body and his eyes.


    “Please leave me alone,” I whimpered.


    Hunter lifted his hand and started caressing my cheek. “I’m going to have you again, Ayden. Once I move in, I’m going to fuck you until you scream out your release in every room in this house. I’m going to fuck you for so long and so hard until you can’t take it anymore. Then, and only then, will I fucking leave you alone. I just need to get my fill of you, and once I do, then we can go back to our lives playing happy-fucking-families.”


    Despite my raging hormones, I smacked his hand away. “Never going to happen. Now quit it.”


    Hunter laughed and pulled away. “Let’s see how long that lasts, shall we?”


    I tried to calm my breathing, but it was no use. “How long what lasts?” As if I didn’t know. It was like waving a red flag in front of a bull.


    Hunter smirked. “How long your stubbornness that’s keeping me from being inside of you will last.”


    I balled my hands into fists again. “Am I just a game to you?”


    Hunter laughed again. “Maybe. But, I’ll tell you one thing for certain.”


    “What?” I asked breathlessly.


    He edged closer to me, sweeping a lock of hair behind my ear before breathing his hot breath on my neck. As he trailed his nose along the base, I shuddered. He stopped a moment and then carried on up towards my ear. “I always win,” he whispered.


    I closed my eyes and let the feel of the burn creep between my legs. He knew he affected me. It was damn obvious by the way my breath escaped me and by the way I shuddered every time he touched me. My heart was beating rapidly, and I already knew that fighting him was going to be a losing battle. I also knew I couldn’t do this. Not once more. Not ever.


    So, with more strength than I could ever imagine I possessed, I pushed him away and walked over to grab my champagne glass.


    I heard Hunter laugh as I turned around to face him. “What?” I took a swig of my drink.


    “Do you know that the more you turn me away, the harder I am for you? Keep this up, princess, and I’ll fuck you even harder when it happens.”


    Wetness pooled between my legs. I wanted to be fucked hard by him. In fact, nothing would have given me more pleasure at that moment. He was right about me though. I was stubborn. Living alone with my mother for thirteen years had taught me that.


    “You’re disgusting.”


    He smirked, making his green eyes sparkle. God, those eyes were so easy to get lost in.


    “You love it when I’m disgusting. In fact, the dirtier I talked, the more you screamed. The sooner you admit that, the easier it will be for both of us. I only ask for one day from you, AJ. One day for my lost opportunity.”


    I huffed. “You already had one day.”


    He looked indignant. “I woke up the next morning with the hard-on of the fucking century, and you weren’t there. I was planning on taking you again.”


    I tried so hard not to let that turn me on, but it did. I couldn’t help it. “That would have been once. You’re talking about a whole day.”


    His eyebrow rose in shock. “So, you’re entertaining the idea?”


    I frowned and shook my head. “That’s not what I said. You’re putting words into my mouth.”


    Hunter stepped forward. “I would much rather put something else into your mouth.”


    I made a fist with my hands again. He had a habit of making me do that. “Stop saying things like that.” I sighed heavily. “Listen, whether we like it or not, your father and my mother are getting married. This... ” I said, pointing between him and myself, “can never happen.”


    Hunter stalked towards me, placing his finger on my arm. He looked from where his finger lay and then up to my eyes. “AJ, ‘we’ will happen, and when we do, I want the whole day. Not once. Not twice. As many times as I can have you, until I get my fill of you.”


    He held my eyes steady, and it was then I realised something. “This isn’t about us having sex again, is it? You just can’t stand the fact that a girl walked out on you.” I saw the surprise in his face, and I knew I was right.


    I started laughing. “That’s what this is all about? The great Hunter Davenport didn’t get to have the last say.”


    He gritted his teeth. “No, it fucking isn’t.”


    I laughed again and pulled away from him. Despite the fact that I had gained the upper hand, I still didn’t like being too close to him. One touch of his hand, and I would be back to where I started with him. At that moment, I felt empowered, and I was determined more than ever to rebuff him.


    “Sorry, Nancy-boy, but you aren’t hitting this.” I emphasised my body with my hands and giggled. Even I was surprised at my strange choice of words.


    “Nancy-boy?” Even Hunter was smiling.


    I nodded. “Yes. Now, stop getting too close.”


    Hunter took that as a challenge. “Why? Are you frightened that you might go back on your word?”


    I shook my head. “No. What happened between us was two weeks ago, Hunter. If it wasn’t for this fucked-up situation, we would never have even seen each other again.”


    Hunter fell silent for a moment and then sighed. “Okay, I’ll tell you what... I’ll continue to pursue you, and you can continue to try and turn me away. But the only thing you’re going to be is exhausted by the end of it. Why don’t you just let me have my one day, and then we can get on with our lives?”


    I laughed. “Why? Because I was the one who got away?”


    He didn’t smile back. “Exactly.”


    I sighed. I was already exhausted. I had only spent two hours with this man, and I already wanted to wave a white flag.


    “So?” Hunter raised his eyebrow again waiting for me.


    I shrugged my shoulders. “So, what?”


    He moved forward again. “When I move in next week, are you going to open your legs for me?”


    I huffed. “No, I fucking won’t. Piss off.” I swigged the rest of the champagne down and moved a little further out of the way.


    “Keep talking to me like that, AJ; it only makes my dick harder for you.” He started laughing.


    “Well, I guess the only thing you’ll have is a massive case of blue balls because you and I are not happening.”


    Hunter shrugged his shoulders. “It makes no difference to me. Every time you get me horny and rebuff me, I’ll just fuck another girl and pretend it’s you. I might even call out your name whilst I fuck her.”


    I screwed my face up. “You really are disgusting. What woman in her right mind wouldn’t mind being fucked by a guy when he’s calling out another person’s name?”


    Hunter chuckled. “Baby, you would be surprised.”


    I huffed again, feeling not only repulsed, but turned on. And, I must admit, I was feeling jealous of the fact that he was going to sleep with other girls. I really hoped he didn’t end up bringing them back to the house. That would be my undoing.


    I sighed and closed my eyes, hating myself for feeling anything other than pure, raw lust. The same lust he was obviously feeling for me. Why couldn’t I get that night out of my head? Why couldn’t I get him out of my head?


    “Listen... I realise you and I are going to be seeing a lot of each other now, and I realise that we have to try to get along, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to drop my knickers every time you snap your fingers.”


    “One day.”


    I frowned. “What?”


    Hunter smiled. “I only asked for one day.”


    I sighed. “How is that going to happen with my mum and your dad in the house?”


    What was I saying? Why was I even contemplating this?


    Hunter grinned like a Cheshire cat. He obviously realised I had made a blunder. “Pretty soon, the summer holidays will start. Your mum and my dad will be at work. We’ll have free reign of the house most days.”


    I cringed. That was never going to happen. I was going to have to call Mandy and ask if I could stay with her for a while. In fact, I wondered if her parents would mind if I moved in ... just for a little over two years—give or take? If that failed, I could always ask my other best friend, Christian. He was the best person to go out with because he was gay and flirted just as badly as we did. He would make a fantastic flatmate. Given that he’s a man, he knows what men think. He’s great to share stories with, and he knows exactly what to say if you’re unsure about something.


    I wonder what he would think of Hunter?


    Shaking my head, I stared back at those eyes that had held me captive for two weeks straight. “I’ll just make sure I’m out.” I smiled sweetly. Hunter was about to reply when my mother’s shrill voice could be heard from a distance.


    Before I could even register what was happening, Hunter raced over to me, grabbed me by the neck and pulled me in for a kiss. He delved his tongue in my mouth seeking out mine, and, for some reason, I let him.


    My mother was going to enter the room at any second, but all I could think about was Hunter’s lips, Hunter’s tongue, and Hunter’s caress of my hips as he pulled me to him.


    Just as I was getting into the feel of him, he suddenly pulled away, winked at me, and left me standing there out of breath.


    My mother then appeared looking straight towards us with a smile. She saw Hunter first. He looked as cool as a cucumber. Me? I looked like I had just been ravished by a sexy monster.


    “Ayden, are you okay?”


    My mother looked half concerned as she stared at the state I must have been in. “Me?” I shrilled. “I’m fine.” My voice screeched a little more than it should.


    She frowned a little. “Your cheeks are all red, and you sound like you’ve just run a marathon.”


    Hunter chuckled, and right then I wanted to hit him so badly that my fists started to clench at the thought.


    I was about to answer that I felt sick again when Hunter answered for me. “I’m sorry, Kat. This is my fault. I was telling Ayden that I loved to swim and could hold my breath for two minutes. I then dared her that she couldn’t hold it for more than thirty seconds. I guess I lost that bet, but I think it took a lot out of her.”


    My eyes widened and my mother smiled. “You love swimming?” He nodded. “Well, if you love swimming, then you’ll love our pool. Did your father tell you about it?”


    Hunter smiled politely. “He did, and I’m very much looking forward to using it.”


    Mason appeared, and my mother’s attention went straight to him. That gave Hunter just enough time to look at me with a glint in his eye. He turned so that his father and my mother couldn’t see and made a hand signal to his mouth. He stuck his tongue in his cheek to signal a blowjob and winked at me again.


    He was so dead meat.


    “So, now you’ve managed to spend some time with my son.” Mason wrapped an arm around my mother and smiled in our direction.


    “Yes,” I sighed. “We’ve been getting on swimmingly.”


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Four


    


    


    “Mandy, I need to see you—like now. Can you get out for a couple of hours? Shit has just gotten fucking real at my house.”


    I heard Mandy gasp. “What is it? Is it the new man your mother’s got? He’s not another douchebag, is he? Please tell me he didn’t try it on?”


    I groaned. If only she knew.


    “No, it’s not like that. They’ve just left, and now I’m stuck in my room. She’s getting fucking married to him, Mandy. They’re moving in next week.”


    “Noooo,” she shouted.


    “Oh, hell yes! But that’s not the worst of it, Mandy. I feel like I’m going to scream if I don’t get out of this house soon.” I was sure she heard my panic.


    “Okay. Okay. Calm down. I’ll meet you at All’s Well in twenty.”


    She hung up on me, and I quickly raced to get ready. I dragged a brush through my hair, replaced my elegant skirt with the one I was previously wearing, and grabbed my bag.


    I was just heading out the door when my mother’s piercing voice shouted, “Going out again?”


    I sighed at the door and turned around. “Yes. Is there a problem?”


    She shook her head. “No. Just don’t be falling in drunk once Mason and Hunter move in. I can’t let them see how much of a lush I’ve brought up.”


    I smiled sweetly, but my voice was laced with hatred. “Sure thing, Mum.”


    I shut the door behind me and made my way toward the gate. I planned to hail a taxi once I got myself on the main roads. I wasn’t going to wait for one. Not with my mother still in the house. I realised that was the wrong thing to do as soon as I shut the gate behind me.


    “Ayden? Ayden, is that you?”


    I cringed. Of course it would be me, arsehole. You’ve been following me and making my life a misery!


    I turned to see Robert. He was someone I dated a couple of times a few weeks back. After the second date, though, he started talking about what our kids would look like once we were married. That was enough for me to fake an illness and rush back home.


    “I haven’t seen you in a while.” He ran his fingers through his longish black hair. He looked every bit the bad boy, which was what attracted me to him in the first place. I just didn’t realise what a creep he would turn out to be. He was only four years older than I, tall, but a little too skinny for my taste. I liked my men with a bit of meat on them.


    Despite my misgivings, I went on a date with him because I thought he was cute. That was so the wrong thing to do.


    “Robert, you saw me two days ago when I was out shopping with my friend.”


    He chuckled. “I know. I guess it just seems like longer.”


    I groaned. “Robert, why are you here?”


    Robert moved a little closer and smiled. “I was just passing through when you emerged. Isn’t that a coincidence?”


    I looked at him in disbelief. “Yes. Isn’t it just?”


    He roamed his eyes over me. “Going out somewhere nice?”


    I sighed. “I’m just on my way to meet a friend.”


    His eyes lit up. “Do you want some company?”


    I shook my head. “No, thanks. This is a girlies night out.”


    He looked a little disappointed, but smiled. “Okay. How are you getting there? Do you want me to give you a lift?” He pointed to his car further up the street, and it was then that I knew for certain that his bullshit of “just passing through” was definitely bullshit.


    “No, thanks. I ordered a taxi, and I’m supposed to meet him at the end of the street.”


    He stepped closer. “Why don’t you call them to cancel? I’ll take you.”


    I stepped back, feeling a little claustrophobic. “I don’t want to do that. Thank you, Robert, but I’m fine. I need to get going because my friend is expecting me.”


    I turned to walk away when I heard his voice again. “You mean Mandy?”


    I cringed again. He was something else. “Yes. Bye, Robert.” I started walking quickly.


    “Bye, beautiful. I’ll call you tomorrow. Maybe we could go out again on another date.” I didn’t answer him. I just kept on walking. Man, he was a pain in the arse.


    I got to the end of my street and looked around for a cab. It was ten-thirty already, so I knew I had some catching up to do. I still had the champagne running through me, but the buzz from it quickly went away after the shock I took tonight.


    Within a couple of minutes, I managed to hail a cab and walk into All’s Well. Mandy was already there, propped up at the bar with Christian. As soon as they spotted me they waved like mad.


    Christian even got up and checked my outfit. “Oh my God! Look at your legs. I would just fucking die for your legs.”


    I smiled brightly and moved in for a hug. “And hello to you, too, Christian.”


    Once we pulled apart, I put a hand on Mandy’s shoulder and sat down next to her. “I ordered you a double vodka tonic.” She winked. “I figured you would be needing it.”


    I shook my head with a sigh. “Thanks. You really don’t know the half of it.”


    “Well, tell us then!” Christian screeched. “Is this new stepbrother of yours a fucking nightmare?” His eyes widened. “Or better still... is he a gay boy’s dream come true?”


    I started laughing, but knew deep down that none of what my situation entailed was funny—by any definition of the word.


    “I will tell all. But first, I need a drink. I need to get drunk.” I swigged some of my drink back.


    “That bad, huh?” Mandy looked at me with a concerned expression. She was always worrying about me. She knew how bitchy my mother could get.


    “Just a little. And do you want to know the worst of it?” They both nodded. “My mother was being nice to me the whole time they were there. I’m not sure what’s worse... her being a bitch or her being nice.”


    Christian shook his head. “She’s something else, your mum. She’s got weird shifty eyes. You know, like in the movies when you know a character is up to something.”


    I started laughing. “Blimey, Christian, your imagination is quite weird sometimes.”


    Christian shrugged his shoulders as I finished my drink. “You want another?” Mandy asked.


    I nodded, but shouted for the barman myself. “I’ll get these, Mandy.”


    


    *****


    


    I was on my fourth double vodka of the evening, and it was going straight to my head. On occasion, I would groan and sink my head onto the bar. Not because of the drink, but because of what had just gone down.


    “So, aren’t you going to tell us then?” Mandy looked at me expectantly.


    “Yeah, you’re drunk enough now to reveal all... ” Christian trailed off for a moment looking in another direction.


    Grabbing my shoulder, he nudged me. “Shut the back fucking window. A Greek god has just walked into the bar.”


    I shook my head, determined not to take the bait. “I don’t care, Christian. I’ve had enough of that shit tonight.”


    He gasped. “Oh my God, he’s noticed us. He’s heading straight this way.”


    I glanced up at Christian’s eager eyes and looked across at Mandy. She was smiling from ear to ear.


    “Heads up. The guy you bumped uglies with a couple of weeks back is heading our way.”


    At first, it didn’t register. My drink-infused mind was playing tricks on me. Then, what she said started to sink in.


    Oh, fuck.


    “Hi, sis. Did you not have enough to drink back at home?”


    The way he said home made my whole body tense. I guess it was about to be his home too—despite the fact that I wished it wasn’t.


    Mandy smiled for a moment, but then when it sunk in, she gasped looking at me in sheer horror. “Noooo!”


    I nodded with a sarcastic smile. “Oh, yes.”


    I looked up at Hunter, and he was there with his big shit-eating grin. Mandy, by now, was having a fit. “But you two— But he’s the one you— Oh my God!”


    Hunter laughed, but Christian frowned. “Anyone care to share the obvious hidden joke here?”


    Mandy piped up. “Well, remember that guy I was telling you about last week? The one with the tongue.”


    Hunter’s eyebrow arched up, and it took every part of me not to kick her.


    Christian gasped. “Oh! Mr. Orgasmic?” I groaned. This was just getting worse.


    Hunter smirked. “Mr. Orgasmic, huh?”


    I laughed sarcastically, but glared at Mandy. Then, it was Christian’s turn to start the gasping. “Oh my fucking word! It is him, isn’t it? He’s Mr. Orgasmic.”


    My life couldn’t get much worse. “Will everyone stop saying that!?”


    Christian gasped again. “He called you ‘sis.’ That’s means he’s... Fucking hell, Ayden.”


    I sighed. “Yes, now everyone knows. Isn’t this just fucking swell?”


    “Holy shit!” Mandy shouted.


    “Okay, enough.” I turned my attention to Hunter. “What are you doing here?”


    Hunter smiled. “I came here to get a drink. Last time I checked, it was a free country.”


    Suddenly, a woman appeared behind him and snaked her arms around his waist. “Hunter, darling, are you going to get me that drink?”


    She was perfectly shaped like a fucking Barbie doll. Immediately, I hated her.


    Hunter grabbed her hand and moved it away from him. I couldn’t help the little smile that formed on my lips. The only problem was that Hunter noticed it, too.


    “Go and take a seat, Samantha. I’ll be right with you. I’m just saying a quick hello to my friends.”


    Samantha looked at both Mandy and me with contempt. Total bitch stare alert. She smiled even though it was laced with a sting in its tail. “Don’t be long,” she pouted before walking off.


    “Well, she seems nice.”


    Hunter smiled. “Jealous?”


    I laughed, but turned to move back to my drink. I wanted to completely cut him off now. “Have a nice evening, Hunter.”


    “Oh, I will.”


    I cringed, hating myself for reacting to him and that blonde bimbo with the big, probably-fake tits.


    “Don’t worry about it, girl. She ain’t got nothing on you.”


    I shrugged my shoulders. “I don’t care.”


    Mandy laughed. “Oh, but you do. It’s just a pity his dad’s shacking up with your mum. How are you going to resist Mr. Orgasmic if he was that good? I mean, it’s going to be playing around and around in your head twenty-four-seven with him living under your roof. If it were me, it would drive me crazy. Fancy it—”


    “Please stop before I do something drastic, Mandy. You’re not helping.” She looked at me apologetically.


    Christian giggled and tried to hide himself. “What are you laughing at?”


    He shrugged his shoulders. “What are the odds?”


    I shook my head knowing they didn’t have the full picture. I certainly wasn’t going to divulge the extra piece of information about Mason. Mandy would find out soon enough anyway. She was with me that night I lost my virginity, so she would definitely know soon enough.


    “Can you order me another drink? I’m going to the toilets.”


    Christian nodded. “I’ll get it for you, babes. Now I see why you need it.” He looked across in Hunter’s direction, and I couldn’t help but take a peek myself. He was huddled in the corner with fake-tits practically humping his leg. The whole time she was pouring all over him, he was staring at me. When he licked his lips suggestively, I decided to turn my head and walk towards the toilet.


    Once I was finished relieving myself, I opened the door and crashed straight into Hunter. I really didn’t need this. He looked just as good now as he did when I saw him mere hours ago.


    “Following me again?”


    Hunter laughed a little, but then pinned me up against the wall by the toilets. “I need the toilet, AJ. It has nothing to do with following you.”


    I tried moving aside from him, but he had me at his will. “Then go to the toilet,” I said breathlessly. I daren’t look at him. I couldn’t risk being held prisoner by those eyes again.


    “AJ, look at me.” I closed my eyes and shook my head. “AJ, look at me, or I’ll make you.”


    I kept my eyes closed and shook my head again. I mean, aside from pulling my eyelids apart, I couldn’t see how he could make me.


    Grabbing my hand, he yanked it and placed it on his cock. I could feel how big and hard it was.


    I couldn’t help it. My eyes flicked open and meeting mine were those same green gems I got lost in all those days ago. The eyes that held me captive as he was on top of me and underneath me.


    Suddenly, the hallway felt like a coffin. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t move. All I wanted to do was yank his cock out and ride it as hard and as fast as I could.


    “Told you I could make you look.” He licked my lips with his tongue, making me shudder. “Do you want to feel it inside you again, Ayden? Do you want me to fuck you in the toilet?”


    I shook my head no, despite my whole body screaming yes to everything he said. “This is not happening. Not here.”


    Hunter pulled away suddenly, making me wonder what it was all about. “You’re right,” he stated. “I said one day. There’s no way a quick fumble in the toilet with you would be enough for me. I’m going to want more.” He trailed his finger against my lip. “So much more.”


    I tried to ignore the ache between my legs and concentrated more on where we were. “I wonder how Samantha would feel about you groping another girl by the toilets whilst she waits for you.”


    Hunter smiled. “Samantha and I have an understanding.”


    I huffed. “Well, I think you need to explain it to her one more time, Hunter.”


    He frowned. “What is that supposed to mean?”


    I shook my head. “Nevermind. I need to get back. Enjoy your evening.”


    I walked past him, but he grabbed my wrist and held me with his stare. “I will have you, AJ. It’s going to happen.”


    I pulled my wrist away and scowled at him. “Never in a million years,” I growled.


    I started walking away, and I heard Hunter laugh. “Keep pushing me away, AJ. I already told you how hard it gets me.”


    I ignored his jab and kept on walking. I spotted Samantha in the corner, obviously eagerly awaiting Hunter’s return. When she saw me, she scowled, but I chose to ignore her completely.


    “Where have you been?” Mandy’s squealing voice pulled me from the bitch’s icy stare.


    I frowned. “I went to the toilet.”


    Christian gave me a sympathetic smile. “Constipation?”


    I hit his arm and he laughed. “No, although it was a pain in my arse.”


    Just then, Hunter appeared looking as smug as ever. I huffed and Christian noticed. “He can be a pain in my arse any day.”


    “Christian!”


    Christian bellowed out a laugh. “You’re so easy to wind up, Ayden. I love you for it.” He put his arm around me and kissed me on the head.


    “I love you, too, big guy.” And he was a big guy. He was very tall and extremely well built. He was like the bodyguard for me and Mandy whenever we were out together. No one messed with us whenever he was around. It was handy considering some blokes were just a bit too full on at times.


    “Shall we make your man jealous? I’m not into women, but I’m not opposed to sticking my tongue down your throat if you want me to.”


    I smacked Christian on the arm. “Christian, no... just, no.”


    He looked hurt. “Are you saying I’m not attractive?”


    I sighed. “Christian, I don’t have to prove myself to this guy. He means nothing to me. Besides, aren’t you just a little freaked out that he’s moving in with me? Don’t you think he should be hands-off anyway?”


    Christian looked across at Hunter for a moment. “I would hit that no matter what.”


    I screwed my face up. “He’s a male slut, Christian. I wouldn’t touch him with a barge pole.”


    Christian laughed. “It didn’t stop you though, did it? You even named him ‘Mr. Orgasmic.’”


    I shook my head. “That was a mistake. I’ll never go there again. Ever.”


    I tried resisting the urge to look at him, but it was no use. Against my better judgement, I turned my head to find him staring at me intently again. As our eyes locked, Samantha grabbed hold of his face and pulled him in for a kiss. I turned, disgusted with myself for looking.


    I was determined not to look at him the rest of the night.


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Five


    


    


    I was pissed as a fart. Well and truly off my face. Why on earth I ever got myself this drunk was beyond me. I blamed it on Hunter and his stupid, but handsome face spoiling my evening.


    I felt a nudge on my shoulder and moaned. “Ayden, girl, get up. I’m taking you home.”


    I started giggling. “Christian, your arms are so bulky.” I giggled some more and fell off my stool. Christian grabbed a hold of me—keeping me still.


    “I think this is the worst I’ve seen her this time of year.”


    I heard Mandy’s voice and tried to look at her pretty, freckly face. “I’m fineeee.”


    “Is everything okay here?”


    I glanced up to find Hunter staring at me. He actually looked worried, which made me giggle some more. “Go back to your girlfriend, Hunter. I’m fineeee... just peachy.” I tried my best to stand up straight, but my legs were like jelly.


    I fell again, and this time Hunter made a grab for me. “I think I had better take you home.” He smiled at me, but he still looked worried.


    “Hunter, what are you doing?”


    I heard Samantha’s voice, and it made me cringe. Hunter noticed and turned to her. “I’ll call a taxi to take you home. I need to take care of Ayden.”


    Samantha glared in disbelief. “But you’re out with me,” she protested.


    Christian made a grab for me. “It’s okay, mate. We can take her home.”


    Hunter looked up to Christian. “Do you have a car?” He shook his head. “Well, I do. I can take her back. I want to take her back.”


    Samantha threw her hands up. “I don’t believe this. What about me?”


    I giggled. I couldn’t help it. She looked like a whiney eight-year-old girl. “Hunter, it’s okay. I’m fineeee.”


    Mandy shook her head. “You keep saying that.”


    “Samantha, I’m taking Ayden home. Don’t argue with me on this. I’ll order you a cab now.”


    Samantha stomped her foot. “Don’t fucking bother. I’m off. Looks like someone ain’t getting any tonight.”


    I watched her storm off and laughed loudly at her outburst. “I can see why you like her.”


    I moved forward and tripped again as Hunter held me tightly to him. I snapped my eyes up to meet his and caught him smiling. “What are you smiling at?”


    “Mr. Orgasmic.”


    Christian laughed. “He’s never going to let that one lie, Ayden.”


    I scowled. “Only because you told him. You’re not my fwiend. Fwiends don’t do that to other fwiends.” The room spun a little. “Wooo, the walls are moving. That’s so cool.”


    Hunter looked up at Christian. “I really need to get her home.”


    Christian looked to Mandy. “She might not want to go home.”


    Hunter frowned. “Why not?”


    I put my finger to my lips. “Don’t be telling him things, Christian. I love my house. My house is so cool. You wait until you start living there, Hunter. We’ll be the best of fwiends.” I started laughing hard again and clutched at his chest. “Maybe,” I breathed, “you could come into my room and help me with my homework.” I giggled a little, and Hunter smiled for a moment.


    “I’m taking you home, AJ.”


    Mandy came over to me and cupped my chin. “Are you going to be okay?”


    She was worried about me. Mandy always worried about me. “I’ll be fineeee.”


    Christian huffed. “You keep emphasising the word fine so much that I don’t believe you.”


    Hunter looked concerned again, so I shook my head at them both to keep their mouths shut. I couldn’t have Hunter knowing my weaknesses. He might use them against me later to get me into bed. Something I needed to avoid at all costs.


    “I can get a taxi.” I flicked at his bottom lip remembering how good his lips tasted on mine.


    He held me still with a smile. “Oh no, AJ. I’m making sure you get home. Come on.” He picked me up in his arms, and Mandy quickly grabbed my bag, placing it on top of my lap.


    “This is sooooo silly.” I giggled again and waved my legs about. “You’re strong if you can carry me.” I placed my finger on his chest and traced circles with them. “You have a nice hairless chest. I liked licking it.”


    Hunter smiled a little. “Don’t start saying things you’ll regret later, baby. Save it for when you’re sober. Then I’ll know for sure that I can take what’s mine.”


    I looked deeply into his eyes as he carried me outside. “What’s yours, Hunter?”


    He stopped walking for a moment and looked into my eyes. “You will be. For one day, remember?”


    I groaned a little. “I keep telling you, silly. We can’t do that. Your daddy and my mummy would be very cwoss.” I pouted at him and he laughed.


    “You’re adorable, AJ.” I couldn’t stop staring at him.


    “Are you sure you’re going to be okay with her?”


    Hunter turned to Mandy and nodded. “She’ll be fine. I promise. I’ll make sure she gets home in one piece.”


    Mandy came up to me and smiled. “I’ll call you in the morning, okay?”


    I nodded and Christian came up to kiss me on the cheek before turning to Hunter. “Take good care of her.”


    Hunter nodded. “I will.”


    Christian opened the car door for Hunter, and he placed me into the passenger seat. He pulled the seatbelt over me, and the whole time I watched him. “Stop doing that.”


    I continued to stare. “What?”


    He strapped me in tightly, and when he finished he looked at me. “Looking at me like you want me to fuck you.”


    I searched his face thinking that was all I wanted him to do. “Maybe, right now, I do.”


    Hunter trailed a finger down my face, making me shudder. “We’ll talk about this when you’re sober.” He pulled away, and I felt a sudden loss. I didn’t like this feeling. Not one bit.


    Hunter soon got in the other side of the car and pulled out of the parking space. I waved to Mandy and Christian as they waved back. They still looked worried about me.


    “Who’s the guy?”


    I had to smile at Hunter. Maybe he did care. “He’s a.. .” Hiccup. “He’s a.. .” Hiccup. “He’s a fwiend.”


    He looked over and smiled for a moment. “Just a fwiend?”


    I giggled. “Yes, just a fwiend. Whydoyouwannaknow anyway?” I slurred.


    “You haven’t fucked him?” I started laughing. “What’s so funny?”


    “I haven’t got the right equipment. You do, though.”


    When he saw what I meant, his eyes widened—making me giggle again. He eventually straightened himself up and smiled. “That’s good then.”


    I frowned. “Why?”


    He shook his head. “It just is.”


    I huffed, but I didn’t say anymore. I was too pissed to care. All I wanted was my bed. In fact, I started dozing off just when Hunter came to a stop.


    He got out of the car, and, before I knew it, I was back in his arms again. “AJ, wake up. Where’s your key?”


    I chuckled. “You’re not putting your key in my lock.”


    He tightened his hold. “Shh... We’re at your house.”


    I put my finger to my lip and burst out laughing again. Just as I did, the porch light came on, and the front door opened.


    “Oh, Kat. I’m so sorry if we woke you. I just wanted to make sure Ayden got home safely.”


    My mum looked at me cradled in Hunter’s arms before turning her attention back to him. “That’s very noble of you, Hunter. Thank you. Please, do come in.”


    I rolled my eyes at her sickly voice as Hunter walked through the door. As soon as he was through, he placed me down on my feet and steadied me.


    “I’m fineeee,” I protested again.


    Hunter smiled. “Okay.” He winked at me, and I almost lost my footing again.


    “I’m so appreciative of you bringing her home. I do worry about her when she goes out late at night.”


    Worry, my arse!


    “That’s okay, Kat. I wouldn’t be a very good stepbrother if I didn’t take care of my stepsister, now would I?”


    My God, now he’s just being plain sick. Did he have to bring up the fact that we’re going to be a family soon?


    My mum smiled sweetly. “Of course.” She then looked toward the kitchen. “Do you fancy staying for a coffee before you go home?”


    Hunter shook his head. “No, that’s fine. Thank you, Kat. It’s Sunday tomorrow, and I have to be up in time for swimming practice.”


    Mum smiled again. “That’s right, of course. Enjoy your day tomorrow.”


    He nodded and headed towards the door. “I will.” He looked towards where I was standing. “I’ll see you next Saturday.” He gave a little wave and was out the door before I knew it.


    I was about to head up the stairs when my mum stopped me. “What did I fucking tell you about showing me up? I warned you, and straight away you went against me. Are you doing this on purpose?”


    I sighed. “I didn’t know he was going to be at the bar, did I? It’s not my fault he turned up and saw me.”


    She pointed her finger at me with venom in her eyes. “You’re a disgrace. If your father could see you now, he would be ashamed.”


    I felt my anger rise. “Don’t bring Dad into this.”


    She threw her hands up. “Why not? He would be embarrassed by you—just as I’m embarrassed by you.”


    She was pushing my buttons, and she knew it. “Just as embarrassed as he would be about you going around fucking every Tom, Dick, and Harry who gives you the time of day.”


    I was so busy looking at how mad I had made her that I didn’t even notice the hand that was about to connect with my face. “Your dad’s already told me that he’s ashamed of you and that you must be punished.” Before I could even wrap my head around what she was saying, I felt the immediate sting, and then I remember falling.


    I just don’t remember anything after that.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Six


    


    My week was up. Seven whole days had gone by in a blur. It was moving day for Hunter and Mason, and I was determined to keep out of their way. In fact, I had been keeping my head down all week. When I eventually woke on the hallway floor at five o’clock in the morning last Sunday, I picked myself up, took some painkillers for my throbbing headache, and spent the rest of the day in bed. I had a mark on my face from where my dearest mother had hit me, but, one week later, it had virtually disappeared. I didn’t know what on earth she was on about that night, talking as though my father was alive. I daren’t ask her because I knew it would only end up in another confrontation. She was paranoid as it was without me adding salt to the wounds I knew she would inflict on me in the end. It was always best to leave well enough alone. Maybe she had been drinking herself that night. Who knows?


    Mandy made good on her promise to call me and so did Christian. I didn’t want to see anyone because of how embarrassed I was. Instead, I got up, went to college, came home, and stayed in my room. That was all I ever did. Despite the fact that I was bored out of my brains, I couldn’t have anyone looking at me with pity in their eyes. Mandy knew about my mother and so did Christian, but Hunter and Mason didn’t know a thing. They just thought she was this sweet, single parent, who had lost her dearly departed husband almost thirteen years ago.


    Little did they know...


    I was keeping well out. It was lucky for me that today was a beautiful day, which warranted having my tan topped up. I had been doing this for a couple of hours each day once I got home from college, and my skin was already turning a nice bronze colour.


    I was lying on the sun lounger, basking in the heat. I loved spring and summer. They were my favourite times of the year. I had topped up my sun lotion about twenty minutes prior and was lying flat with my eyes closed. I just wished I had more privacy, so I could take my top off. In fact, I was planning to do just that from my balcony once the sun got a little warmer later.


    I was just thinking how peaceful it was to be out of my mother’s way when a shadow was suddenly cast over me. I knew it was a person straight away.


    “Hey, sis. Not drunk today I see.”


    I moaned, knowing all too well who it was. I opened my eyes and squinted, finding Hunter standing there with nothing but his trunks on.


    Shit, he was hot. I couldn’t stand the fact that his body was taut with just the right amount of muscles. They were all standing proud, aching for me to touch them. His dark hair shone golden in the sun, which made me realise his hair wasn’t as black as I thought it was. His green eyes sparkled as they undressed me with wild abandon.


    Yes, he was looking at me. He was making it obvious that he was leering, but instead of hating it, I loved every sweep of his eyes as they roamed over me. I wanted it, but hated it all at the same time.


    “What are you doing here?”


    Hunter smiled and sat down next to me. “It’s moving day, remember? We’ve been busy bringing boxes in, but you’ve been out here the whole time. Your mum said it was probably best to leave you alone.” He gave me that concerned look again. “So, what’s up?”


    I propped myself up a little, realising that my peace and quiet was over. “Nothing’s up; I was just getting a tan.”


    He looked me over again, and it made my knees weak. “So I see. You’re looking good, sis.”


    I sighed. “Will you stop calling me that? I’m not your sis.”


    He looked me up and down once more. “No, you most certainly aren’t.”


    I sat up a little. “Then, why do you keep calling me that?”


    Hunter shrugged his shoulders. “I guess it makes me horny. I may even call you that when I fuck you.”


    I huffed. “You’re sick. Do you know that?”


    Hunter laughed. “And do you know how easy it is to wind you up?”


    I rolled my eyes and sighed. “Why did you come out here, Hunter? I’m trying to enjoy some peace and quiet.”


    He pointed to the pool. “I came to do some lengths. Want to join me?”


    I shook my head and got up from the sun lounger. “No, thank you.” I got up and started to walk away when Hunter whistled.


    “Hmm... That’s a fine peachy arse you got there, AJ. I can see your bottoms riding all the way up that tight little crack of yours.”


    I turned and placed my hands on my hips. “Will you stop it?”


    He got up in my face, making me immediately breathless. “Why?”


    “Because you can’t be like that with me anymore. It was one night. One. It won’t be repeated.” Just remembering that night made my nipples stand to attention. Hunter noticed of course. He noticed bloody everything. He licked his lips with a little growl. “I’m only asking for one day. One night wasn’t enough. When will it get through your head that this is going to happen?”


    I pushed at him a little. “It’s never going to happen.” I gave him one final push to get him in the pool and as far away from me as possible, but Hunter was fast.


    Grabbing my arm, he pulled us both in. We crashed into the pool and the cold water hit me straight away.


    Once I came up for air, I scowled at him. “You bastard!”


    Hunter laughed. “You’re the one that pushed me in.”


    “Is everything okay over there?”


    My mum’s sickly sweet voice called to us from one of the upstairs balconies. We both looked up and Hunter started swimming towards me at the pool’s edge.


    “We’re fine. Thank you, Kat. Just getting to know each other.”


    With one side of the pool hiding us, Hunter slipped his finger into my bikini bottoms and straight away found my clit. I moaned a little, gripping the pool’s edge.


    “That’s so sweet. Do you like the pool?”


    His finger slipped over and over on that sweet spot he knew would make me weak. I was paralysed—unable to do anything but feel every pleasurable flick.


    “The water’s perfect, Kat. It feels great.” He looked my way and growled a little in my direction. The only thing I could do was frown my ecstasy back at him and hope my mother didn’t see my torture.


    Why did he have to touch me?


    “That’s good. You need to make yourself at home here, Hunter. Our home is your home now.”


    He smiled my way, flicking his finger ever so gently across my nub. It was rock hard now and eager for a release I knew I wasn’t going to get.


    “Oh, I will, Kat. I certainly will. Thank you.” He didn’t take his eyes from me the whole time he spoke. It was only when my mum’s shrill voice could be heard that he turned.


    “You’re very welcome. I’m so glad you’re here now.”


    Heat was rising throughout my body. I thought I was going to explode. I wanted to stop him, but I knew I couldn’t do that without my mum knowing what was happening. Instead, I gripped onto the side with all my might, determined not to let him see just how fucking glorious his touch felt.


    But then I did the one thing that gave me away. I moaned.


    “Are you okay, Ayden?”


    I looked up to my mother with a pained expression on my face. Hunter wouldn’t stop his onslaught. In fact, he was picking up the pace. “I’m fineeee... Oh my God!”


    Shit! I’m totally giving myself away. Every move he made, and every swipe of his finger had my pulse sky-rocketing. I could hardly move—hardly breathe—it felt so good. My orgasm was climbing, and I knew I was going to blow any second.


    I can’t believe he’s doing this. Surely he doesn’t want me to orgasm right here, right now?


    I looked across at Hunter, who was smiling from ear to ear. “You’re close, aren’t you, sweetheart?” he whispered. “Come all over my fingers.”


    I moaned again, and Hunter looked up to my mum. “Ayden’s fine. She just has a little cramp in her toes. It’s common when you go swimming.”


    Closing my eyes, I gripped the side of the pool so hard that my knuckles started turning white. I was going to come. I could feel it. I was going to come here in the pool—in front of my house with my mother watching the whole thing.


    Please, no!


    “As long as everything’s okay?”


    Please go. Please just go away!


    Hunter waved with his other hand. “She’s fine.”


    My mother waved back, turned, and just as she disappeared back into the house, I blew like a fucking rocket.


    “Fuck me, that’s sexy.”


    Colours danced in front of my eyes, blinding me from sight. At first, I couldn’t breathe or even move. I was still gripping the pool’s edge for dear life in the hope that it would keep me from going under.


    Hunter pulled his hand away. “Do you have any idea how hard I am for you right now?”


    I shivered at the loss of his touch. With my orgasm fading, I was able to take stock of the situation I was in.


    “Shit, Hunter. Why did you do that?”


    He smiled brightly, revealing to me those perfect white teeth of his. “Are you telling me you didn’t enjoy that?” He moved to grab my hand. “Here, come and feel how much I did.”


    In that instant, I swam towards the ladder. “No!” I exclaimed. I certainly wasn’t going to get myself in even bigger trouble. He had only been here five minutes, and already he had me basking in a glorious orgasm.


    Hunter started laughing as he watched me climb up the stairs. “So. Damn. Sexy. I could bite that peachy arse of yours.”


    I got to the top, turned round, and gave him the finger. Hunter laughed even harder. “That just makes me want it more.”


    I huffed my annoyance and moved towards the house. I didn’t want to be where my mother was. Hopefully she was still in her bedroom.


    I had to flick away some of the water droplets from my skin. I didn’t bring a towel with me because I hadn’t planned on going in the pool just yet.


    I picked up the pace and heard Hunter swimming behind me. He was obviously going back to normalcy, swimming his lengths. I didn’t know how he could remain cool after that encounter. My breathing was still all over the place.


    As I reached the door, I cursed because I knew I was going to make the floor all wet. I would just have to bolt for my room as quickly as I could.


    As I reached the hallway, I was suddenly stopped by a hand on my arm. “Ayden, is everything okay?”


    I looked up to find Mason staring at me with a worried expression. He obviously saw my distress and wondered what was wrong.


    Fuck, I didn’t need this. If he knew it had something to do with Hunter, then he would get suspicious.


    I violently shook my head. “I’m fine, honestly. Just a little cold.”


    “Are you sure?” I nodded, and he looked down at my breasts. No doubt he saw how hard my nipples still were.


    Oh God, no.


    “Please don’t,” I implored.


    His eyes snapped to mine in shock. With the release of his hand on my arm, his posture sagged a little. “I’m sorry.” He walked away from me, and I was left in even more shock than before.


    How on earth was I going to get through the next two years with these two in my house? It was like my worst living nightmare come true.


    As I got to the top of the stairs, my mother unfortunately saw me. Her expression said it all. “What in the hell are you doing parading yourself like that around the house? You’re dripping everywhere.”


    I sighed, racing for my door. I didn’t want to be having this conversation. “I didn’t mean to go in the pool. I forgot my towel.” I got to my door and swung it open. “I’m going to shower now.” I cut her off with a slam of my door. I didn’t want to hear her venomous retort.


    I quickly got in the shower as fast as possible and it was only when I got out that I heard voices. It was Mandy.


    Oh shit! I had known she wanted to come over, but I didn’t expect her so soon. I hadn’t had a chance to warn her.


    Fuck!


    “I hope you don’t mind me coming over? I brought some champagne with me as a welcome gift for Mason and Hunter.”


    I heard the shutting of the front door and my mother’s shrill voice. “That’s lovely, Mandy. Please come in. I’ll get you a drink.”


    I heard muffled noises and quickly got myself ready. I put on a denim skirt, a red tank top, and I brushed my fingers through my wet hair. I had to be quick because—no doubt—Mandy was about to meet Mason very soon.


    I practically ran down the stairs towards the kitchen. When I walked in, Mandy smiled and held her glass of gin and tonic in the air. “Afternoon, Ayden.”


    My mother swung around from looking in the fridge and looked at me. “Mandy brought champagne. Isn’t that sweet of her?”


    I nodded. “Yes, it’s very sweet. Thank you, Mandy.”


    I wanted to put my finger down my throat. I thought Mandy could sense it as she smiled knowingly towards me. “You’re very welcome.” She turned to my mother. “So, when are we going to meet Mason, Miss Pearson?”


    “Did somebody say my name?”


    He appeared as if by magic in the doorway. Mandy turned, and as she did, her eyes went as wide as saucers. Luckily, my mother couldn’t see, but I certainly could. Mason halted his stance and tried desperately to hide his surprise as well.


    Out of nowhere, Mandy dropped her glass. “Holy—” I ran towards her and held my hand over her mouth.


    I laughed nervously. “I guess Mandy is overwhelmed at how handsome Mason is, Mum.” I pulled my hand away and glared at Mandy.


    My mother giggled and went to fetch the mop. “I think I had the same reaction when I met you. Didn’t I, Mason?”


    Mandy still looked shocked, but glanced down to see the mess she had made. “I’m so sorry, Miss Pearson. I’ll clean that up.”


    She shook her head. “Don’t worry about it, Mandy. I can soon clear the mess.” She bent down, picking up the broken glass pieces as Mandy kept on staring. I bent down to help as I needed to get Mandy out of the kitchen and fast before she completely gave the game away.


    One by one, we picked up the pieces, and I placed the contents in the bin. “Thank you, Ayden.” My mother smiled sweetly, but I knew it was fake.


    “You’re welcome. Sorry about that. I’ll take Mandy to my room... if that’s okay?”


    She nodded just as Mandy started laughing. “That’s fine. She seems to be a little out of sorts today.” She glanced across at Mandy, who had her hand over her mouth in a fit of giggles.


    I gritted my teeth, marched over to her, and dragged her by the arm out of the kitchen. “Shut the fuck up!” I seethed as I marched her up the stairs. All she did was laugh even harder.


    Once we got to my room, I pushed her in and slammed the door behind me. “Would you cut that out, Mandy? Do you know how suspicious that looked?”


    I watched her as she rolled about on my bed laughing. “That was Mr. Cherry-popper!” She burst out into a new set of giggles.


    I stood there, hands on my hips. “Mandy, please. Do you know how much fucking trouble I’m in just by living here?”


    She waved her hand in the air, trying to calm down. “I know. I know. I’m sorry, but do you realise the irony? I mean, what are the chances, Ayden?”


    I rolled my eyes and groaned. “I know. I’m living in hell.”


    Mandy smiled and raised her eyebrow. “Living in sexy hell. I know these two stuck for you. First, Mason because he popped your cherry, and now Hunter because he became Mr. Orgasmic. Wow!” Her eyes widened when she thought about it all over again. “Shit, Ayden. I can’t fucking believe this. You bagged two for the price of one.”


    I groaned. “Mandy, is there any chance you could stop talking?”


    She obviously wasn’t listening. Instead, she stared off into the distance. Her brain must have been working at a hundred miles per hour. “Can you imagine what your mother would say? Shit.” She giggled again, and this time, I didn’t stop her. She obviously needed to get this out of her system.


    “Fuck, how are you going to cope every time you sit at the dinner table and you’re faced with father and son... both of whom you... ”


    I put my hand up. “That’s enough, Mandy. Please.”


    She finally looked at me and saw how serious I was. “Sorry, Ayden. It was quite a shock.”


    I huffed. “Quite a shock? You should have been there when I first laid eyes on them both.”


    Mandy giggled again. “I wish I had seen that. It’s like you’re living in some kind of make believe book or film. Shit like this only happens in made-up stories. This is all just too real for you.”


    I sat on the bed beside her and huffed. “Tell me about it.”


    Suddenly, her eyes widened again. “Holy shit! We’re going to be on the Jerry Springer Show. I can see it coming. Fuck!”


    I sighed. I thought she was done, but I was obviously wrong. “Are you done yet?”


    For the first time, she properly looked at me and realised what she had been saying all this time. “I’m sorry.” She laid a hand on mine. “I’m back to being your friend again. I didn’t mean to be like that. It was just a shock. How are you feeling about it all?”


    When I realised she wasn’t going to giggle again or make some kind of sarcastic remark, I spoke. “I don’t want to think about it too much because it makes my head spin.” I looked into her eyes. “How am I going to get through the next couple of years, Mandy? I thought I was living in hell before, but this just takes the fucking cake. Seriously, am I really that bad? Did killing my father really put the universe out of whack for me? Did I die along with him?” I was about to rant some more when Mandy stopped me.


    “Ayden, calm your shit down. Your mother has obviously been feeding you this bullshit so much for so long that you’re actually starting to believe it yourself.” She got up from my bed. “Fucking hell, Ayden, you were six for Christ’s sake. How could you be to blame for what happened?”


    I felt the tears pool my eyes. “If it wasn’t for my birthday, then we would have been at home like everyone else was that day. We wouldn’t have gone out, and he wouldn’t have been killed.”


    Mandy grabbed my shoulders. “Stop this right now, Ayden. You were never to blame for what happened. You were a child. If anything, your father should have realised the dangers and shouldn’t have put you both at risk. What if it had been you instead of him? He was the responsible adult—not you.”


    Feeling the anger rise, I shot off my bed. “Don’t you talk about him like that.”


    Mandy stood her ground. “I’m telling you the truth, and you know it. I’m just being a friend.”


    I shook my head. “A friend wouldn’t say shit like that about her friend’s dead father, Mandy.” I felt a tear slip down my face. “Please, just go.”


    She looked at me for a moment, opened her mouth to say something, but then thought better of it. Instead, she turned, walked out the door, and headed down the stairs. I heard the door shut and immediately collapsed on the bed.


    I couldn’t believe she had said all of that about my father. He was just trying to show his girl how special she was. I had always been close to my dad, and he doted on me like a father should. I loved him with every single breath I had in my body. All of that disappeared the day he died in my arms.


    I turned over and felt the tears stream down my face endlessly. I was so immersed in all of my grief that I didn’t realise there was someone in the room.


    “Ayden, are you okay?”


    I snapped my head up to find Hunter staring at me. When he saw my tears, he frowned. “What happened? Mandy just stormed out of here, and now you’re crying. What’s going on?”


    I shook my head. “Nothing. Leave it. We just had a little fight, that’s all.”


    He frowned a little in thought. “Was it about us?”


    I huffed. “Not everything is about the great Hunter Davenport.” I shoved his hand away.


    “Ayden, you’re upset and—”


    I shot up from my bed. “And what? You thought you could come in here, play your silly games, and, eventually, I would cave and let you fuck me? It doesn’t work like that.”


    Hunter’s chest rose as he inhaled a sharp breath. “I’ll let that one slide because you’re obviously still upset about whatever argument you had with Mandy. But, I’ll tell you this—just so you know, AJ—it isn’t all about the great Ayden Pearson either.”


    With a point of his finger, he turned and stormed out the door. I thought things couldn’t get any worse, but then my mother came in the room seconds after. I started to panic, wondering how much of that conversation she had actually heard.


    “Five minutes,” she whisper-hissed. “Five fucking minutes, and you’re already ruining everything. Why can’t you just be a normal kid, Ayden? Your father must be turning in his grave.” She was about to walk out the door when Mason appeared. Her eyes widened a little, obviously scared that he had heard the venom spilling from her mouth.


    “Is everything okay? I heard Mandy leave abruptly.” When he saw my tears, he rushed forward a little. “What happened?”


    I really didn’t want him making a fuss, especially as I could see how much it was pissing my mum off that he was concerned for me.


    “I’m fine. Thank you, Mason. Mandy and I just had a little argument, that’s all. I’m sure we’ll be friends again by tomorrow.”


    Mason smiled. “I understand. I used to argue with my friends all of the time when I was your age.” He came over and offered me a gentle squeeze on both arms. “How about you come down, and I’ll make you a nice cup of hot chocolate? It always works for me when I’m a little down.”


    I smiled, but then made the mistake of looking across at my mum. I was going to say yes, but then the glare in her eyes stopped me. She didn’t like Mason fussing over me. That much I could definitely tell. I needed to defuse this situation and fast.


    Eventually, I pried my eyes away from her evil look and shook my head with a smile. “That is kind. Thank you, Mason, but I think I’ll stay up here. I need to sort my hair out and do some studying anyway.”


    He looked at me a moment. “Okay. If you’re sure?” I nodded, and he turned to my mother. In an instant, her dirty look turned into the brightest of smiles. “Let’s leave her in peace then, Kat.”


    He walked towards her, and she wrapped an arm around him. “Sure thing. I’ll let you know when dinner’s ready.”


    I smiled... taking note that she didn’t want me downstairs until I had to be. Great. Now I was stuck in my room whether I liked it or not. I suppose it was better all around anyway. I was pissing my mother off even when I didn’t mean to do it.


    They both walked out the door and shut it behind them—but not before my mother shot another evil glare my way.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Seven


    


    


    I had been in my room for four hours straight before I heard the doorbell ring downstairs. I ignored it and carried on with reading a book called “The Jigsaw Man” by Paul Britton. He was a forensic psychologist, who profiled a lot of cases, including Fred and Rose West and the Rachel Nickell disappearance. I had been meaning to read it for ages and hadn’t gotten around to it until recently.


    “Ayden, there’s a delivery for you!” my mother’s voice sang up the stairs. You would never have thought that she was such a nasty person when she sounded as Mary Poppins as she did at that moment.


    I sighed, placed the marker inside my book, and took the journey down the stairs. I really didn’t want to be in the same room as my mother, but I knew I couldn’t put it off. The smell of cooked food was rising now, hitting my nostrils. My stomach growled in protest. Considering I hadn’t eaten in hours, I was hardly surprised.


    As I ventured down the stairs, I saw my mother smelling a bunch of red roses. I started frowning and noticed straight away that Hunter and Mason were doing the same.


    “These came for you. Aren’t they gorgeous?” She smelled them again and handed them to me once I got to the bottom of the stairs. When I didn’t do anything, she glared at me. “Well, go on. Who are they from?”


    I could tell she wanted me to do it in front of everyone. I just wanted to run away. Instead, I sighed and pulled the card out from the top. I placed the flowers down, opened the card, and my eyes widened when I saw what was inside.


    These will never smell as beautiful as you. Meet me at the Dorset Cafe tomorrow at ten. I’ll be waiting. Robert. After his name, he left his mobile number. Call me. XXX


    “So, who are they from?”


    I looked up to my mother. “They’re from Robert.”


    She clapped her hands, making me jump. “Oh, that boy! He was nice. I liked Robert. He’s the local mayor’s son. You should give him a call.”


    I wouldn’t call him if he was the last man on earth.


    I smiled sweetly, and my mother walked towards the kitchen with a confused-looking Mason in tow.


    Hunter, on the other hand, stayed put. He studied me a moment, walked forward, and snatched the card from me before I could react.


    “Hey,” I protested, trying to grab the card back from him.


    “‘These will never smell as beautiful as you.’” He sniggered. “Fucking chump.”


    I tried grabbing the card from his outstretched hand, but all he did was stand on his tiptoes. “I don’t think you’ll be needing this.”


    Before I could react, he pulled up his other hand and ripped the card into little pieces. At first I watched in astonishment as it fell to the floor.


    “You fucking wanker.” I went to slap him, but he caught my hand before it connected with his face.


    He yanked me to him and breathed heavily. “Listen, sis, you have to get one thing straight. Until I get to have my one day, no one else touches you. Got it?”


    I couldn’t believe the gall of the man. “How dare you!”


    Hunter smirked. “I know. I’m a fucking wanker. Get used to it, sweetheart.” He moved his head down and nibbled on my bottom lip. I was angry at my body for betraying me. Angry that despite the fact that he was an arsehole, I couldn’t help but lean into him whenever he willed me to.


    “Just give me one day, AJ. One day when I will taste you. One day when I’ll make you scream my name over and over again. You know you want it, and you know I’m the only man that can give it to you like you so badly need it. Until then, you will not date anyone, you will not see anyone, and you will certainly not fuck anyone.”


    He let go of my wrist and moved away. At first I was shocked and bewildered, but then the anger set in again. “Why?”


    He stopped dead in his tracks, but didn’t turn. “Why what?”


    My heart was beating so fast that I could hardly get the words out. “Why are you doing this? What should you care if I go with someone else? And furthermore, what about you? You’re not exactly a saint. The same rules would have to apply to you.”


    He didn’t turn, but I could already tell he was smiling when he said, “So, you do care whether or not I sleep with other girls.”


    “No!” I snapped, a little too quickly. “You have no right to tell me what to do. I am not yours, and you have some nerve trying to stake a claim. Why is it such a major deal to you anyway?”


    Hunter turned abruptly and stalked towards me. With his hand in my hair, he pulled me so close to his lips that I thought he was going to kiss me. “Because, AJ, until I have my day, your pussy is mine and mine alone. The more you keep this up, the longer it will be until you get the fucking you so obviously need.”


    I was so busy staring into his lust-filled eyes that I failed to notice his hand going in for the kill. In one fell swoop, he lifted my skirt, pulled my panties aside and placed his finger inside me. I gasped, unable to move from his torturous spell. It was like he was holding me captive with just one look.


    I moaned out loud as he pulled his finger away. Obviously happy with my reaction, Hunter smiled. “Your body can’t lie, AJ. You’re so dripping wet for me that I’m surprised your desire isn’t trailing onto the floor.”


    He pulled away from me again, shock still in my eyes. He watched me as he brought his finger up to his mouth and licked my juices from it. He closed his eyes, and I did the same as he moaned his appreciation. “Fucking delicious.” He licked the remaining juices up before staring at me again. “Stop fighting me, AJ. I never lose.”


    He walked off as if nothing had happened—leaving me breathless and unable to move. What was wrong with me? How did this insubordinate, annoying-as-hell arsehole render me into this withering, babbling buffoon? I was strong-willed. At least, I had always thought I was. I never let anyone in. I never put up with anyone’s shit... but, Hunter? Well, he was some unknown force of nature. It was almost like he was some kind of wizard casting me under his glorious spell. I wanted to be set free.


    Yet, I also did not want to be set free.


    What in the living hell was wrong with me?


    “Ayden, are you okay?”


    Snapping my head up, I saw Mason staring at me with a perplexed look on his face. I took a deep breath, trying to calm my ever-beating heart and smiled as best I could. “I’m fine, Mason. Honestly.” I was saying the word, fine, a lot lately.


    He walked closer. “We haven’t had a chance to talk.”


    I looked over his shoulder to make sure no one else was in the room. “I don’t think now is the appropriate time.”


    “Fuck. You taste so good.”


    Mason sighed. “I guess it never will be. I can’t stop thinking about it though, Ayden.”


    My eyes widened. “Please don’t tell me you mean that night?”


    “Oh, baby—just like that.”


    He frowned. “What?” Then he realised. “Oh, no... not that. Although, it was a night I won’t forget.”


    “Your nipples are so hard and erect for me. I could suck them all day.”


    “Please, Mason.”


    “Nikki, you’re so beautiful. Your pussy is so sweet.”


    Fuck! Get out of my head!


    He cleared his throat. “Sorry. I digress. What I should be asking is this: Will this cause a problem for you? With me living in the same house as you?”


    “Fuck, Nikki, your tongue feels so good”


    I shook my head. “Not unless you have a problem with it?”


    “Come for me, Nikki.”


    He shook his head, but I could tell he was still thinking about it. “So, you don’t mind me marrying your mother?”


    “Fuck, Nikki, I’m going to come.”


    Of course I minded, but for very different reasons than what he was worried about. “No, Mason. I don’t. What happened between us was almost a year ago now. It was a one-time thing. We didn’t know each other. We didn’t want to know each other. As far as I’m concerned, it never happened. With all that’s happened in the past week, I have to move forward as if that was the truth. There is no sense in going back there. You can understand that, can’t you?”


    Mason cleared his throat again. “Of course. As long as we have an understanding.”


    I chuckled. “Yeah, and as long as you don’t try to act like a father to me, then we’re swell.”


    Mason actually shuddered, which made me smile. “No, it’s not a good idea. I think you would agree under the circumstances that it would be highly inappropriate of me.”


    I nodded. “Yes, it would.”


    “How are things with Hunter, though? Are you getting along okay? Is he treating you well?”


    I almost laughed. Treating me well was an understatement. If one could consider giving me an orgasm within five minutes of moving in, bullying me, and practically blackmailing me as “treating me well,” then I was doomed.


    Instead, I smiled sweetly and lied to his face. “Hunter and I are getting on nicely.”


    He smiled and went to leave when he spotted what was on the floor. “Is that the card from the flowers?” My face flushed a bright red. How could I explain it?


    I bent down to scoop them up. “Erm, yeah. They’re from an unwanted admirer.” I really didn’t know what else to say.


    Mason frowned. “Someone’s not bothering you, are they, Ayden? If they are, you really should have kept that for evidence.” He pointed to the ripped pieces in my hand.


    I smiled and shook my head. “It’s nothing I can’t handle. It’s just someone I went on a couple of dates with, and now he seems a little overly keen to go out on a third.” I saw his expression, and I knew he didn’t like it. “It’s fine,” I said, laying my hand on his arm.


    That was a mistake. The moment I placed my hand on his, he looked down at it and then back up at me.


    I snatched my hand away. “I’m sorry,” I offered. I knew this would be awkward.


    “Sorry for what, Ayden? You can touch me, you know. You and I both know that it doesn’t mean anything now. It can’t.”


    I nodded. “I know that, too, but it doesn’t stop it from seeming awkward.” I sighed and walked over to the bin to put the ripped pieces of paper in. Whilst I was there, I thought I may as well put the flowers in, too.


    “I know things are going to take a bit of adjusting, but we’ll get there.”


    Mason smiled. “You know, you’re very mature for someone so young.”


    I shrugged my shoulders. “Living with my mother, I’ve had to be.”


    Oops! Fucking great, Ayden!


    Mason frowned. Of course he would! “What do you mean?”


    My heart started suddenly beating wildly. “You know... with what we lost. I had to grow up pretty fast after everything that happened.”


    Mason gritted his teeth as if he thought himself stupid for not realising. “Of course. I’m so sorry. It can’t have been easy for either of you.”


    I shrugged, trying to make light of it—even as I felt my chest constrict. “It is what it is, Mason. It was a long time ago now, and I’ve moved on. I’ve had to.” I knew that was a barefaced lie; I hadn’t moved on. That’s why the closer it gets to my birthday, I go out and drown my fucking sorrows until I can’t think straight.


    Mason sighed. “Still, it can’t be easy.” He looked at me a moment like he was contemplating what to say next. “If ever you want to talk, I am here... as a friend. You can talk to me about anything.”


    I regarded him a moment wondering if there was a hidden meaning to what he said. Man, I was becoming paranoid.


    Instead, I smiled. “Thank you. I appreciate that.”


    “There you are. I’ve been looking for you.” My mother breezed in, capturing Mason’s arm like he was going to somehow disappear at any moment. I also didn’t fail to notice the obvious disgust that registered on her face when she saw that we had been talking alone.


    “I was just asking Ayden how things are going with Hunter.” Mason smiled down at my mother.


    “That’s nice. I hope we can all become one big, happy family.”


    I almost laughed. Almost.


    “Dinner will be ready soon.” Just as she said this, Hunter appeared, and my mother cooed in his direction.


    I seriously wanted to throw up.


    He looked at me and all around the living room. He was obviously trying to find the flowers. The smug look on his face didn’t go unnoticed.


    Arsehole!


    “Before we sit down, I wanted you both to know that we will be having an engagement party next Friday night. We trust that both of you will be there?” My mother looked at both of us.


    I nodded and Hunter said, “Of course.”


    “Good. Just so you know, we will be heading off first thing on Saturday to a swanky hotel in Buckinghamshire. We won’t be back until late on Sunday. I trust that you two can behave yourselves whilst we’re away.” My mother laughed, making me feel sick again.


    Hunter raised an eyebrow in my direction.


    Shit. Next weekend was going to be a living hell! I guess I would just have to stay the night with either Mandy or Christian. I knew that if I stayed home, I would cave; I just couldn’t control my body when I was around him.


    


    *****


    


    I was asleep in my bed and was having a terrible nightmare that someone was holding me down. I could smell the distinct aroma of cigar smoke, and it burnt my nostrils.


    The next thing I felt was a hand lifting up my top. I tried to pull it down, but I couldn’t move. Then, there was the pain. The agonising pain and the smell of burnt skin.


    I woke up with a start, trying to scream, but my mother had her hand over my mouth. Leaning forward, I could see the evil in her eyes as she took the cigar away from my stomach. “Don’t you dare fuck this up for me, Ayden. Don’t think I don’t know what you’re trying to do. I don’t know what’s wrong with you, but you’re behaving like a fucking idiot.” She grabbed my hair, yanking me towards her. I could immediately smell the whiskey on her breath. “And another thing. Don’t think you can worm your way in with Mason. He’s not yours to fuck.” She released my hair with a shove and walked towards the door. “Fucking slut.”


    Tears sprang my eyes. I was trying to be strong. By fuck, was I trying to be strong, but when one thing after another tested me like this—something had to give.


    My stomach was in agony. I knew she had deliberately chosen the cigar because it would cause a bigger scar than a cigarette.


    I sat up, but my top came down and brushed against my burn. “Fuck!” I hissed. I was trying to be as quiet as I could so as not to wake anyone up. I didn’t need this right now... especially when I knew Hunter was right next door.


    I slowly unbuttoned my top, careful not to let it touch the burn. The more time that passed, the worse the pain was. As I got the top off, I steadily walked towards my bathroom and switched on the light. I squinted, trying to get my eyes to adjust before looking at what she had done in the mirror.


    It looked ghastly. You could certainly tell it was a cigar burn. I shook my head. My mother had pulled some shit before, but this took the biscuit. She was obviously intimidated by me if she had to resort to such measures to get me to stay away. Little did she know how far I was far from wanting to go after “her man,” but, then again, she also didn’t know I had screwed him before they had even met.


    A part of me wanted to tell her just so I could twist the knife in. I had never liked my mother, but at that moment, I couldn’t help the hate that poured through my veins.


    And, I didn’t want to be like her.


    Closing my eyes, the tears dripped down my face as I searched for the first-aid kit. I managed to find it and pulled out some cream for burns. I tried to smooth it on, but it just made me want to cry out in agony. My tears came more and more as I tried hard not to scream.


    It took forever, but I finally managed to layer some on. My hands by this stage were shaking like a leaf. I was trying to get the gauze open, but my hands were shaking so much that it was difficult to undo. I dropped it a couple of times and nearly screamed out in pure frustration.


    Finally, after a minute or so, I was able to rip it open. Luckily it was one that had sticky tape around the edges, so I didn’t have to fiddle with that as well. I was sure I would be here this time tomorrow if I had to stick it to myself.


    With an extra shaky hand, I stiffened as I lay the gauze flat on my hand and brought it to my upper stomach. She had gotten me just below my left breast towards the bottom of my ribs.


    Squeezing my eyes shut, I placed the gauze on top and nearly screamed again when I flattened the tape out.


    I was exhausted. It was after one in the morning, and I knew already I would be getting little or no sleep. I also knew that I would probably end up spending my Sunday stuck in my room all day.


    Great. Just bloody great!


    With my hands still shaking, I grabbed a couple of ibuprofen and washed it down with some of my tap water. I shuffled my feet towards my bed and carefully lay back down. It was hard as the burning pain was excruciating. I knew my mother wanted to leave her mark for what I had done, and she had achieved her goal—in more ways than one.


    


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Eight


    


    As expected, I didn’t sleep. I just lay there in pain all night. The ibuprofen helped, but it only numbed it a little. In the end, I had to get up and take another two only three hours later.


    In the morning, I could hear everyone up, but I daren’t even set foot out of bed. Instead, I sent a text to Mandy apologising for my outburst yesterday. She sent a text back saying she forgave me, of course, but I felt bad that I had snapped at her. She knew things had been getting on top of me lately. This was the perfect example as I lay on my side and stared vacantly at the wall. After what happened last night, that was all I wanted to do. It was probably best I stayed there all day.


    I heard a soft knock on my door, but I didn’t answer. I didn’t want to see anyone. I just wanted to wallow in my own self-pity and self-loathing.


    “Ayden, are you okay?”


    It was Hunter’s voice. I could tell his voice from a mile away. “Please leave me alone.”


    “What’s wrong? Are you sick?”


    His voice was closer, but I didn’t want him anywhere near me. I didn’t want him to see me at this low point. I wanted him to only see my strength. I couldn’t be weak in front of him. I couldn’t let him see the real me.


    “Please go away.”


    I heard a sigh. “I’ve brought you some breakfast.”


    “I’m not hungry.”


    I heard the sound of a plate on my bedside and then the dip in my bed. “Talk to me.” He pulled at my arm, and that’s when I gave the game away. I yelped in pain. I couldn’t help it.


    Hunter’s eyes widened. “Are you in pain? Shall I call an ambulance?”


    I shot up, wincing. “No!”


    Hunter’s eyes landed on where I was holding myself. I instantly dropped my hand. “What’s wrong with your stomach?” He moved forward and reached his hand out. “Let me see.”


    I slapped his hand away. “Go the fuck away, Hunter.”


    I saw the anger in his eyes. “Did someone do this to you? Was it that fucking arsehole who sent you the flowers?” Of course he was out last night—probably fucking some whore—so, of course he didn’t know that I had actually stayed in. Saturday night and nowhere to go... I was such a loser.


    I shook my head. “No. Just leave me alone.” I turned over, so as not to face him, and I stared at the wall again. I could feel the tears stinging my eyes, and couldn’t let him see me.


    “If he’s hurt you, I’m going to fucking break his legs. Do you understand me, AJ?”


    I didn’t say anything. I just let the tears slide down my face. I daren’t look at him because I knew what would happen if I did.


    But would it be so wrong? Would it be so wrong to let myself have that one day also? Could I at least allow myself that one day of feeling nothing but pleasure? Nothing but the feeling of Hunter’s skin on mine. Nothing but the notion that he would worship me in those hours.


    Just those few hours. That’s all I needed.


    I heard Hunter walking towards the door and knew then I had to speak before I changed my mind. “Okay,” I whispered.


    Silence met me at first and I wondered if he had heard me. “Okay, what?”


    “This Saturday, after they leave, you can have your one day.” I closed my eyes feeling relief in one sense, but also feeling as if I had lost a little of my soul. I always knew Hunter would take it eventually. I would give him this, but it could only be for that one day. I knew that much. I also knew that one day would never be enough.


    “Why the sudden change?”


    I sighed. “I’m tired of fighting you.” Silence met me again, and I wondered what it was he was thinking. I daren’t turn over, though.


    “I’m not sure I want it now.” I heard the uncertainty in his voice.


    I gritted my teeth. “Fine!” I stated. I was tired of his games.


    “I can tell there’s something wrong, and I may be a lot of things, AJ, but a man who would take advantage of someone when they’re vulnerable isn’t one of them. That would make me an arsehole on a much larger scale.”


    I wanted to scream. I desperately wanted to gouge his eyes out. I didn’t want him here, and, at the same time, all I wanted was his arms around me. Comforting me. Telling me it was going to be okay. I hated him for it. I hated that he made me feel.


    “Just go. I need to sleep.”


    I heard him grunt. “Fine, but this isn’t over. I will speak with you once you’ve calmed down a little.” I heard him shut the door, and my sigh of relief went with it. I knew he wouldn’t let this lie—not by a long shot. Perhaps I should have been a little more considerate of his feelings and how confused he must have been. After all, I had given into him. But now, he was the one turning me down.


    In fact, the smile from knowing how confused he must be crept up on my face without me willing it. I really was a glutton for punishment. Despite knowing what my mum had done to me the previous night, I couldn’t help trying to look at the bright side… I had made Hunter confused as hell!


    


    *****


    


    I pretty much managed to stay out of everyone’s way on Sunday, only coming down when my presence was needed for dinner. The whole time I was there, Hunter seemed quiet for a change and kept looking at me as though I was some kind of indecipherable code needing to be cracked.


    When I went to bed that evening, I wondered why Robert hadn’t called me. I wasn’t disappointed, but I couldn’t understand why he didn’t want to know why I hadn’t turned up that day.


    I found out why the next day.


    I was on my way back from college when something in the corner of my eye alerted me to someone’s presence. When I looked up, I spotted a battered-looking Robert hastily making his way around the corner.


    I was on my heels straight away—running after him. I couldn’t believe that after all those weeks of him following me, it was I who was chasing him.


    Once I rounded the corner, I saw him look behind himself and briskly walk off. I had to run to catch up to him.


    “Robert. Robert, wait!” I shouted as I caught up with him.


    “Don’t come near me, Ayden. You didn’t need to send your dog on me. A simple, ‘No thanks’ would have done.”


    As I scanned his bruised eye, I shook my head. “I don’t understand. Who did this to you?”


    He huffed. “As if you didn’t know.”


    I placed my hand on my hip. “I won’t know unless you tell me.” But, I was suddenly getting a good idea as to whom.


    I was going to kill him.


    “You’re new fucking boyfriend!” he growled. Suddenly, the glare in his eyes turned to fear as he looked over my shoulder.


    “I thought I told you to stay the fuck away.” Hunter came out of nowhere and grabbed Robert’s collar.


    “Hunter, that’s enough.” I yanked at his arm, but it was no use.


    Instead, he turned to me. “Get in the car, AJ.”


    I knew if I did, Robert would be in big trouble. Instead, I placed both hands on my hips. “No.”


    Closing his eyes, Hunter gritted his teeth. “Get in the fucking car!”


    I leaned forward and pursed my lips. “No.”


    Hunter loosened Robert’s collar. “AJ, if you don’t get in the car now, I swear to God I’ll drag you there myself.”


    Little did he know, that’s exactly what I wanted, so I stood there... smiling and checking my nails.


    Hunter let go of Robert and stormed towards me. By this time, Robert was on his heels and running like hell. Hunter stopped, turned around, and saw him running. “Fuck!”


    He stalked towards me, grabbing my arm and pulling me towards the car. Once there, he strapped me in, but when his hand lightly touched my stomach, I winced.


    All of his anger faded. “Shit, AJ, what the fuck has happened to you?” He reached his hand down. “Let me see.”


    I shook my head. “It’s nothing, Hunter. Please. I just burnt myself making hot chocolate.”


    “Let me see.” He pulled my red tank top up, but all that met him was my gauze.


    “See, I have a dressing on it. It’s fine. I was stupid and spilt some boiling hot milk on myself Saturday night.”


    Hunter looked me in the eye like he didn’t believe me. I thought he would push; I needed to change the subject.


    I yanked my top down. “There was no need to punch Robert, was there? You need to apologise to him now.”


    Hunter looked at me like I was the crazy one. “You must be out of your fucking mind, AJ. That guy is creepy and needs to stop following you. Don’t think I hadn’t noticed. I saw him even before you did.”


    Now it was my turn to look stunned. “So, it’s perfectly acceptable for you to follow me?”


    “That’s different.” He got up and shut the door before I had a chance to answer.


    Once he was in the driver’s side, I asked, “Different how?”


    Hunter gripped the steering wheel before starting up the car. “I’m doing it to protect you. He’s doing it because he obviously has some kind of unhealthy obsession with you.”


    I had to hand it to him. He was right, and the fact that he was doing this made him more desirable than ever.


    God, I fucking hated him.


    “I don’t need your protection. I can take care of myself.”


    He looked down at my stomach and pointed. “Clearly.”


    I sucked in a breath, not realising just how much that would hurt. Hunter was clueless, but that didn’t stop how deeply his words cut.


    Hunter saw my reaction and narrowed his eyes at me. “Hot chocolate, my fucking arse. Who did that to you?”


    He tricked me. Oh my God, he had tricked me, and I fell right into his hands. He knew what reaction that would get, and he played it to his advantage.


    “I fucking hate you, Hunter. Stay out of my way from now on, and I’ll stay out of yours. Go fuck a million girls for all I care.”


    Hunter pulled out of the space and made his way down the street. “Are you going to tell me?”


    I sighed. He wasn’t going to let this lie. I had to try and sway him, and the only thing I could think of was to wind him up.


    “I’m going out on a date Saturday night.”


    Hunter huffed. “Like fucking hell you are.”


    I pursed my lips. “You said the one day was off.”


    Hunter turned to me for a moment. “Yeah? Well, I’ve changed my fucking mind. You and me. This Saturday. It’s all back on track. That includes Saturday night, so go and tell your date to fuck the hell off.”


    I laughed. “Fuck the hell off?”


    Hunter turned to see my smile and immediately his scowl turned into laughter. Once he concentrated back on the road, his scowl came back. “Don’t try and distract me, AJ. Saturday’s happening.”


    I sighed. Instead of deflecting, I seemed to have just dug myself into a deeper hole. I really needed to get out of the house on Saturday. I couldn’t possibly let Hunter win. I chose Saturday because it was on my terms. Since he had twisted everything back around to his, I didn’t want to give in.


    How fucked up was I?


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Nine


    


    


    I was so screwed! Literally, I was as screwed as they came. The reason? Mandy couldn’t come out with me on Saturday because her parents were celebrating their twentieth wedding anniversary and were going away for the weekend with the whole family. Why couldn’t they have been married a week later? A week later when it was more convenient for me?


    To make matters worse, I rang Christian to see if he would go out and then let me stay the night at his place after. He said yes at first, but then, a couple of days later, he suddenly cancelled on me. It was something to do with a last minute job that paid well¸ and he needed the money.


    I was thinking I may as well give in to Hunter, but then something made me change my mind.


    I was on my way home and felt like I was being followed again. It freaked me the hell out, and I didn’t know who else to call.


    Sighing, I gave into the fact I had no one else and dialled Hunter’s number. I really wished I hadn’t. I heard a girl giggling straight away.


    “AJ?”


    My fear quickly turned to anger. “AJ?” he asked again, but I didn’t want to hear anymore. I was done.


    Instead, I kept hold of the anger, and that was what drove me all the way home. Once I was there, I looked both ways before unlocking the gate. I knew no one would be at home as it was close to four, and no one would be back until at least six.


    I walked in, quickly shut the gate behind myself, and made my way to the door. Once there, I opened it and immediately slid down once it was shut.


    Fuck! I was sick of this. Sick of feeling used. Sick of feeling scared, and sick of feeling anything but hatred for that damn man!


    Knowing that I didn’t want to feel like this anymore, I quickly got myself up. The pain on my stomach was nowhere near as bad as it had been a few days earlier. It was Friday, and I groaned, knowing all too well what that meant.


    The party.


    The endless act that my mother would put on.


    The act that I would have to put on while knowing I was living with two men... both of whom I had screwed.


    God, this was hell.


    Feeling sweaty, I decided to go for a swim. I was feeling too uptight and needed a distraction to calm me down.


    After dropping my bag in my bedroom, I changed and walked downstairs towards the pool area.


    I dove in, feeling the cool water on my skin. I loved these times. At least these moments were mine, and no one could take that from me. Swimming was the one thing I could do to escape my troubles. I would just get lost in the water and let it take my anxieties away.


    I swam a few good lengths before movement caught my attention. Hunter was standing at the side of the pool, staring at me.


    “Why did you call me?”


    I looked around, but couldn’t see anyone with him. “Why are you here? I thought you were entertaining someone.” My sarcasm wasn’t lost on him.


    Hunter smiled. “So that’s why you hung up? You were jealous.”


    “No, I fucking well wasn’t.” God, yes I was.


    His smiled faded. “You scared the living shit out of me, AJ. Why didn’t you return my calls? I was fucking frantic.”


    I swam to the edge and pulled myself out of the pool. “Why should you care?”


    Hunter’s eyes gazed down and immediately spotted my burn. I tried turning, but he grabbed my arm and spun me back around.


    Once he held me in place, he knelt down to inspect it. He trailed a finger lightly around it and instead of it making me feel bad, it made me want him even more.


    “This is not hot chocolate. It looks like a cigarette burn, but bigger.” He looked up. “Are you going to tell me who did this to you?”


    I sighed. “I did it. Okay? I was smoking a cigar in my room wanting to try it out, but I heard a noise outside. I panicked, dropped the cigar, and when I tried to pick it back up again, I burnt my stomach. I was lying down and it was probably a stupid thing to do lying down.” I rolled my eyes, trying to make it seem unmentionable.


    Hunter scanned me for a moment, and I knew he didn’t really believe me. I thought he was going to say something, but instead he surprised me by tenderly kissing my burn.


    I couldn’t help it. I moaned. When Hunter saw my reaction, he stood up and came closer to me.


    I stepped back, remembering whom he had just been with. “Don’t. You can’t think you can come home after you’ve just been with another woman. That shit’s fucked up. I have more self-respect for myself than that.”


    Hunter smiled. “That person you heard giggling was my friend’s girlfriend, Daisy.”


    I stood there and crossed my arms. That just made his smile wider. “You don’t believe me? I’ll give him a call and you can chat with him. He’ll tell you I’ve just left after some crazed, lunatic of a woman rang me up and worried me sick.” He put his hand in his pocket and pulled his phone out.


    I rushed forward, unable to comprehend what was going on. I was so confused. “Don’t,” I said, placing my hand on his arm. He looked me in the eye, and right there, I saw it. Those eyes that had captured me since the moment I felt him moving inside of me. The first moment in my life when I felt that two souls were coming together. He hadn’t just fucked me that night—he had made love to me. That was the reason I couldn’t seem to get him out of my head.


    “You were worried about me?”


    Hunter’s eyes widened like I had just made him realise something. “Of course I was. You have some fucked-up lunatic following you around like a lovesick puppy.”


    I smiled. “Robert’s not that bad.”


    Hunter’s mouth took a hard line. “Please don’t say his name in front of me.”


    I wanted to shout, “Why?” but those eyes were still boring into me, daring me to take action. Without thinking, I pulled his head up to my lips. He stiffened, making me pull away, but the moment I did, he captured my lips again in a ferocious kiss. He pulled me closer, making me worry about his expensive clothes.


    “Your clothes,” I protested.


    “Fuck the clothes,” he breathed into my mouth. He caught my lips again, and this time, he pushed his tongue into my mouth.


    I was lost. I was completely taken over—just like I knew would happen. It didn’t take much; it never did with him. I remembered those sweet kisses. I remembered the feel of his warm tongue in my mouth, the minty scent of his breath, and the feel of his teeth grazing against my lips.


    “I don’t think I can wait.”


    I moaned when he placed his hands in my wet hair. I was desperate for those lips on mine again. “I don’t think I can either.”


    Hunter suddenly broke away, penetrating me with the heat in those blazing green eyes. “Come with me.” He held his hand out.


    Under normal circumstances, I would have swatted his hands away and told the overbearing, domineering oaf where to stick his demands.


    The problem? I was overcome with so much lust that I didn’t give a flying fuck.


    The moment I placed my hand in his, Hunter pulled me with him towards the house. I grabbed my towel along the way and kept up his speedy pace. I knew he was as desperate as I. The hooded look in his eyes told me as much.


    Once he got me up the stairs, he pulled me into his room and slammed the door behind us. His lips were back on mine, fisting his hand inside my hair. “Fuck, AJ, why did you keep me waiting? Why can’t I stop thinking about sinking my cock inside you?”


    Shit. My head swam with every conceivable emotion I could think of. I knew Hunter was wrong for me, but every cell in my body screamed at me to have this moment with him. It screamed at me to let him take it. Take it all, Hunter. Have your fucking fill!


    As I yanked him to me, Hunter trailed his hand from my hair down to my left breast. My nipples were already hard and erect for him. It was almost impossible to bear. I needed him to touch me as much as I needed my next breath.


    As he swiped his finger over my nipple, I gasped, making him growl. He pushed himself into me, and I felt how hard he was. I wanted to touch him. I had this dying urge to get on my knees and suck him dry.


    Moving my hands around his pecs, I slid down them and gripped his waist to me. Hunter moaned into my mouth, and I swear I almost came from that alone.


    Needing more, I travelled further down until I reached his erect cock and squeezed him. “Fuck, AJ. I need to feel you.”


    Feeling so overwhelmed, the only answer I could give him was, “Yes.”


    I was breathless, so breathless. Grabbing my wrist, Hunter stopped me from rubbing my hand on him. “Not yet, AJ. I need to make sure you’re ready first.”


    “But—”


    He placed a finger on my lips. “I want to feel you come on my fingers. Do you know how fucking sexy it is to feel your tight pussy convulsing around them? I swear I could bust a nut just from that alone.”


    I didn’t argue. By that point, I didn’t want to argue. I wanted him to do whatever the hell he wanted to do to me.


    Fuck the consequences.


    Hunter pulled his finger away and lowered it towards my bikini bottoms. Once there, he placed his hand inside and parted my wet folds.


    “So. Fucking. Wet,” he groaned. “After you come on my fingers, you’re going to do it again around my cock. You got that?”


    My knees buckled as he moved his finger across my clit. Hunter grabbed me and held me in place. “AJ?”


    I nodded. “Yes, I got it. Just make me come for fuck’s sake.”


    Hunter laughed in my ear. “So feisty, AJ.”


    I couldn’t retort. Right then, I couldn’t say anything. Hunter’s fingers were delicately and slowly manoeuvring their way over my clit. It was agonisingly slow, but so good at the same time; I thought I was going to come on the spot.


    Knowing I must have been close, Hunter pushed his finger inside, and soon, one finger became two as he thrust them in and out of me. They were so powerful and so strong. He was practically banging me against the door.


    I was close. So close, I could almost see it. But then my world caved in.


    “Hunter... Ayden... Are you home?”


    “Shit!” I cursed, knowing that Mason and my mum were home.


    “Shh,” Hunter murmured, carrying on.


    “You can’t keep... Oh, God!” I cried as his fingers found that spot that would render me useless. I was going to blow, and right at that moment, my mum and his dad were downstairs.


    “Hunter, we can’t... Oh, fuck!” He kept up the momentum, torturing my little nub and pushing his fingers inside of me.


    “Hunter?!” I heard Mason shout. “I know you’re here, because your car’s outside.”


    Hunter didn’t stop. Instead, he just pushed me faster and faster until I knew I was going to crash over the edge.


    “Come for me,” he growled in my ear.


    So I did. I came, screaming inside Hunter’s hand as he carried on until I couldn’t take anymore.


    “Fuck me, that was sexy. I think I came in my pants a little.”


    My eyes widened, looking down at him before meeting his amused face. “I’m not that much of a lightweight.”


    A knock sounded at the door. “Hunter, are you in there?”


    My eyes widened again, as Hunter pulled me from the door. “Yeah, Dad. Hold up a sec. I was just taking a shower.”


    Hunter pulled the balcony door aside and gently pushed me out onto the landing. He closed it behind him, and I saw him quickly undress, using my towel to hide himself.


    With my body still quivering, I walked over to the sun lounger and laid myself down. I needed a moment to catch my breath after that fantastic orgasm.


    I wasn’t sure how long I was lying there, but by the time Hunter came outside, I was only just calming myself down. “I can’t believe you did that,” I said without turning.


    I looked up, squinting in the sun, and I saw him in just his swimming trunks. My God, he was hot.


    He smiled cheekily at me. “That was one of the best experiences of my life. Fuck me, that was hot.”


    I chuckled. “Not to mention dangerous. You shouldn’t have done that, Hunter. What if he had come up the stairs earlier?”


    He kept his smile. “Then, he would have caught quite the show.”


    I swatted at him. “Shut up!”


    He laughed, but tugged at my arm. “Are you coming for a swim? It will be our last chance before getting ready for the party.”


    I sat up, feeling bad for him. “What about you?”


    He frowned. “What about me?”


    I pointed to his semi-hard cock. “Doesn’t he need my help?”


    He feigned a gasp. “You want to help me when our parents are in the house?”


    I started laughing. “Don’t take the micky out of me, sunshine. I’m only trying to be nice.”


    Hunter bent down beside me, inches away from my mouth. “I know you are, AJ, but believe me when I say that by this time tomorrow, you will have more than paid your debt.” He kissed me lightly on the lips before venturing back into his bedroom.


    It was only once he left that I caught myself smiling like a lovesick idiot. Oh no you don’t, Ayden. You are so not falling for this guy. You hardly know him, and the parts you do know about him should make you know to stay away!


    Why couldn’t life be simple? If Hunter hadn’t come back into my life, then I probably would have moved on by now.


    Ha! Who was I kidding? Hunter was the best sex I had ever had. I had been with five people all together, but Hunter, hands down, was the best. The only other person who came close was his dad, but I was a virgin before I had slept with him, so my nerves had gotten the better of me.


    Shit, I couldn’t be thinking about both Hunter and Mason in the same context. The whole thing was sick. If they both knew, I have no doubt that they would be disgusted with me.


    As I tried to wipe all thoughts of both of them away, Hunter appeared by the pool. He glanced up, waved at me with a wink, and I watched as his muscles flexed before diving in the pool.


    I sighed. Yeah, I really did have it bad.


    Without wanting to, I lay on the sun lounger watching him for a full half hour before I told myself off and got my arse up to get ready. No doubt my mother would be running around like a headless chicken downstairs and would need some help.


    Sighing, I got up, and Hunter noticed it immediately. He looked at me, giving me the thumbs up sign. I gestured one right back at him and walked through his bedroom to get to mine. I picked up my towel and walked out. Straight away, I banged into Mason’s chest.


    He looked confused. “Hey, Ayden.”


    Remembering my scar, I pulled my towel up over my stomach to hide it. “Hi.”


    “What were you doing in Hunter’s room?”


    Oh shit.


    “Erm,” I stuttered, “I needed a towel, and Hunter said I could take one from his room.”


    Phew, that should get me out of it.


    Mason smiled, and I knew that he must have bought it. “Oh, okay. Been sunbathing?” He looked over my breasts, and I immediately saw Mason’s intense gaze. It made my body react.


    Shit, I couldn’t be doing this. Suddenly, I noticed my nipples were rock hard.


    Oh, fuck.


    Mason’s eyes widened a little, so I knew I needed to distract him. “Yes, but I’m all hot now. I need to shower, so I can get ready for the party.”


    He finally brought his gaze up to meet my eyes. “Oh yes, of course. The party. I won’t keep you then.” After clearing his throat, he sauntered off as quickly as he could.


    That was a little awkward to say the least. Surely he didn’t still feel attracted to me? That would be a tad fucked up. At least he knew his boundaries—unlike some of the men my mother had brought around here over the years. One of them even made a pass at me on my fourteenth birthday. Yeah, that was my life. Sick fuckers.


    Groaning at the thought of this no doubt lavish party, I went in search of my shower. The moment the cool water hit me was a welcome one.


    Once dried, I took my time blow-drying my hair and applying my make-up. I still had the towel wrapped around me as I flipped through the dresses in my wardrobe. I had hundreds in there—most of which I never wore. I wondered how many women could say the same thing.


    Smiling, I eventually picked out a one shoulder, pleated ivory dress. It was one of my favourites as it looked both sophisticated and sexy. I wanted to feel both right now... despite the fact that I knew my mother wouldn’t approve. She never liked me taking centre stage, but sometimes I felt like I needed a little boost. After the shit week I had had, I really needed this.


    Once I had my glad-rags on, I took a last look in the mirror and walked out my door.


    “Fuck me! Are you trying to kill me tonight?”


    Jumping, I looked across at Hunter walking out of his room at the same time. My breath immediately caught when I saw what he was wearing. He wore a loose-fitting, white, short-sleeved shirt and beige, khaki trousers. His mass of black hair was slicked back, making the colour of his green eyes stand out even more. He was staring with an intense heat that made my insides turn to jelly. He was simply beautiful.


    He took one look from my eyes down to my chest and then my legs. He took his time roaming them all over me. “Your legs go on for miles, AJ. I can’t wait to have them wrapped— Dad, hi!”


    I jumped, turning again when I saw Mason coming up the stairs. He looked at Hunter and then at me. His eyes travelled swiftly over me before he smiled. “Ayden, you look beautiful.”


    I smiled, feeling my heart beat a million miles an hour. How much of that conversation did he hear?


    “Hunter, I need to speak with you a moment.”


    Oh shit. He didn’t look happy. I turned to Hunter and gave him a sympathetic smile as Mason led him back into his room. I wanted to listen, but I knew it would be wrong of me. Instead, I turned on my heels and started walking downstairs.


    Once I got there, an organised chaos ensued with my mother at the forefront. There were caterers clambering through the front doors and swiftly walking towards the back garden—all whilst my mother was shouting her orders. There were rows upon rows of so many flowers that you would think their actual wedding was today.


    “Is that what you’re wearing?”


    Why did she have to pick on me? I was hoping with all of the chaos that her snide remarks would remain unspoken. Obviously, I was wrong.


    “Yes, Kat. This is what I’m wearing.” I wasn’t going to ask her what was wrong with my dress. It would end up opening a whole new can of worms.


    My mother sighed. “Can you stop calling me ‘Kat?’ I’m your mother.”


    “You could have fooled me,” I muttered under my breath.


    “What?”


    I shook my head. “Nothing. What can I do to help?”


    My mother sighed again in displeasure. “Your help was needed hours ago when you were getting dressed in your slutty outfit.” She huffed, turned on her heels, and walked towards a caterer. Her voice could be heard from miles away; she was that loud.


    “You look beautiful.”


    I closed my eyes and savoured the feel of his hot breath on the back of my neck. He was suddenly being nice to me, and, quite frankly, I didn’t know how to take it. One minute he was this alpha you-will-give-me-what-I-want tyrant, and next, he was the sweetest man I could ever hope to meet.


    I felt his hand on the on the curve of my back and resisted the urge to shudder. Instead, I turned around. “Thank you.”


    Hunter smiled, and it wasn’t just any smile. It was almost like it was a smile reserved only for me. I knew it was ridiculous to feel that way. He was a player, and I would be fooling myself if I ever thought I could change him.


    I couldn’t get too close. I simply couldn’t.


    Remembering what had happened upstairs, I frowned. “Is everything okay with your dad?”


    Hunter smiled. “I think he caught me leering at you. I think he’s a little suspicious of my intentions.”


    I gasped. “Why do you find that amusing?” He started laughing. “Hunter, seriously, it’s not funny.” Why was everything a joke to him?


    “Don’t worry, little sis. I told him I would behave.” He leaned in close. “Mind you, I had my fingers crossed when I said it.” Hunter pulled back, winked at me, and walked off—leaving me rooted to the spot in shock.


    Tonight was going to be a long night.


    I took a deep breath, told myself to pull up my big girl panties, and made my way outside into the chaos.


    Immediately, I wished I hadn’t. The moment I stepped outside, someone whom I hadn’t seen in years appeared as if by magic.


    A silent gasp left my lips as he turned at the precise moment I walked out. When he saw me, his evil smile grew wide as he ran his filthy eyes all over me.


    “Little Ayden, how are you? It’s been years, baby girl. Come and give your uncle a big hug.” He walked towards me, throwing his arms around me in a tight embrace. I stiffened as I caught the familiar aftershave he used to wear. It seemed not much had changed.


    “I thought you were living in Australia now, Pete?”


    He pulled back, still gripping my arms. “I am, but I couldn’t miss my older sister’s engagement party and wedding now, could I? Aren’t you happy to see me?”


    I pulled a tight smile, and in the corner of my eye, I saw Hunter watching me warily. He could tell by my body language that I was finding this uncomfortable.


    I didn’t want to worry Hunter any further, so I plastered on a smile as much as I could and turned back to Pete. “Of course I am. I was just a little surprised. Kat... I mean Mum never told me you were coming.”


    Pete smiled showing me the lines around his eyes. It must have been at least five years since I had seen him, and it showed a little. He was in his late thirties by now with black, almost greying hair. He was handsome. I remember all the girls used to go crazy over him. The problem was that he always seemed a little too crazy himself. He was always one for being touchy-feely. Sometimes, touchy-feely is nice, but not when it’s coming from your uncle who’s touching a little higher or lower than he should. What made it worse was that he had my mum’s blue eyes. I always remembered feeling sick whenever he touched me and looked at me with those eyes of his.


    “Kat does like her surprises.”


    “Pete, stop telling tales.” My mother laughed as she sauntered up to us. Pete quickly moved out the way to stand beside me. Soon, his hand was wrapped around my waist as he tugged me to him.


    “You never told me how beautiful Ayden has become. She was always a corker, but now she’s blossoming into a beautiful woman.” He looked my way, smiled, and patted my bottom.


    My eyes went wide, but Pete was oblivious.


    My mum’s eyes roamed over me like I was some kind of hooker. “Yes, well, she does like to show herself off.” I almost rolled my eyes, but I kept them straight.


    Pete tightened his grip around my waist. “It’s good to be here.”


    My mum smiled and tapped his arm. “It’s good to have you here, Pete. It’s been too long.”


    Manoeuvring away was impossible. Every time I tried, his grip tightened. “So, when do I get to meet the famous Mason?” He turned to me. “I’ve heard so much about him.”


    He smirked at me wickedly, and, for a moment, I thought he knew what had happened between Mason and me. Stupid, I know, but it was the knowing manner in which he grinned that worried me.


    “He’ll be down in a—” She looked up and smiled brightly. “Oh, there he is. Mason!”


    Pete kept his hold, but somehow managed to spin us both around. Whilst my mum was distracted, Pete leaned in and whispered in my ear, “You look stunning, Ayden.” I caught him leering at my breasts before reluctantly looking up to Mason.


    “Mason, this is my brother, Pete. Pete, this is Mason.”


    Thankfully, Pete let go of me a little, and I immediately relaxed. He held his hand out to Mason. “Nice to finally meet you. I’ve heard so much about you that I feel like I know you already.”


    Mason laughed, but I could tell it was strained. “I think I could say the same about you. Kat talks very fondly of her little brother.” Mason smiled, but something about it was off. For some reason, I could tell he didn’t like Pete one little bit.


    My mum smiled at me falsely. “Ayden, why don’t you get your uncle another beer? It looks as though he’s running on empty.” She smiled back up at Pete, and he motioned with his empty bottle. “Don’t mind if I do.”


    I grabbed the empty bottle from him. “Coming right up.”


    He grinned back. “Thank you.”


    “Would you like a drink?” I asked both my mum and Mason. I really didn’t want to get my mum anything unless it was duct tape to wrap around that spiteful mouth of hers.


    “No, thank you, Ayden. I’ll get myself something in a bit.”


    My mum just shook her head, so I walked away, glad of the reprieve. Uncle Pete was a little too full on at times. It seemed that although he was older, nothing had changed; he was still a pervert.


    Once I got into the kitchen, I plonked the empty bottle in the bin and quickly pulled out another from the fridge. I closed the door, opened the bottle, and spun around. As I did, I was met by a hard chest.


    “Pete, you scared me.” I smiled timidly and handed him the beer. “Here’s you beer.”


    Pete took it from me, deliberately stroking his finger against mine. “Thank you, gorgeous.”


    I smiled and tried to get around him, but he blocked my way. “I hear you’re following in your old man’s footsteps. You like to get into people’s minds, huh?”


    I nodded. “I read Dad’s books when I was younger, and they got me hooked.”


    Pete looked from my breasts to my eyes. “Funny thing, minds. Sometimes mine runs away with itself. Do you know what I mean? Like now I’m thinking of all sorts of things I would like to do.” The way he was leering made my skin crawl.


    I sucked in a breath, but found my voice. “Yeah, well, some debauched minds do have that tendency.”


    I thought he would get angry, but instead, he laughed. “Ayden, you’ve got quite the sense of humour, haven’t you? So feisty.” He trailed a finger down my arm. “Maybe later we can get to know each other a little more. It’s been so long since I bounced you on my knee.”


    I scrunched my face up. “You’re disgusting.”


    He feigned hurt by covering his heart. “I’m only being nice, Ayden.”


    “I know what you’re being, and nice isn’t it. Now, excuse me.” I needed space to get away. He had only been in the house for all of twenty minutes, and already he was acting like a creep.


    I managed to manoeuvre around him and walked towards the door. The sound of his voice stopped me dead in my tracks.


    “You know, Cousin Tim offered to put me up round his place, but I’m sure I could convince my sister that I’m better off staying here. That way, I could keep a close eye on you.”


    I inhaled a deep breath and closed my eyes. I really couldn’t deal with this. I would rather live on the streets than deal with that creep every day.


    But then a sudden thought hit me. Even if he did convince my mum that he should stay here, Hunter would be here, too. I would just have to make sure he was home every time I was. Besides, Pete was probably expecting me to be extra nice to him.


    Not happening.


    “Fine, whatever,” I answered as I exited through the door. I didn’t look back, but I could already tell he wasn’t expecting that.


    As I moved outside, I could see my mother and Mason in deep conversation with another couple I didn’t recognise. I probably should have said hi, but I just wanted to find a quiet spot to be alone. Too much had already happened, and it was barely eight o’clock.


    Moving as swiftly as I could without being seen, I wandered over to the back of the bar area by the pool. Behind it was a little area that lead down to a stream. Occasionally, after I had had arguments with my mum, and she had slapped me—again—I would come down here to calm down and think. I sometimes felt like I thought too much. My brain seemed to work overtime about the silliest of things.


    Getting down to my spot was a little trickier than I had expected, considering I had high-heeled sandals on, but, somehow, I managed with a little careful precision. I almost slipped on a wet surface, but I got my footing again before finding a rock to sit on.


    I sat down, picked up a stone, and threw it, listening to the sound of it hitting the water. A part of the sunset slowly came through the trees hitting my face. I closed my eyes, and for a while, I allowed myself to think of nothing. Feel nothing. Just be nothing...


    As my sight was taken, my hearing seemed to tap into all sounds within the trees. I could hear the birds chirping and flapping their wings as they brought food home for their chicks. I could hear the faint rustling of the branches in the trees as a breeze would sweep by.


    This was my solitude. This was my place of peace because, beneath my hard façade, and despite my immature ways and ability to brush things off my shoulders, lay a hurt soul, who just wished she could have a Mum who loved her, an Uncle that didn’t hit on her, and a Dad she loved with all her heart back in her life.


    Was that too much to ask?


    “I’m not the only one who comes down here then.” I jumped at the sound of the voice, relieved to find it was Hunter.


    He put his hands out to me. “I’m sorry I made you jump.”


    With a light smile, I shook my head. “It’s fine.”


    I turned my head back round to face the stream. “I like to come here to think at times.” I didn’t know what Hunter was going to do next, but it didn’t surprise me when he came and sat next to me on the rock. The rock was huge—definitely big enough for two, maybe even four people. Thankfully, Hunter kept his distance. I really didn’t need him making things worse tonight.


    “Penny for them?” I looked over at Hunter, who wore a worried smile. I smiled back, and then a gentle breeze blew a strand of my hair across my face. Hunter lifted his hand up and gently placed my hair back where it came from.


    “Why are you being nice to me?”


    Hunter frowned. “Why shouldn’t I be nice, AJ? You’ve done nothing to wrong me.”


    I laughed, thinking he probably had a good attitude. He was being nice to me, but he hadn’t yet realised that I had done something to him. I seemed to do bad things to people without even meaning to.


    “What’s so funny?”


    I stopped abruptly and looked at him. “What was your mum like?”


    My question obviously shocked him because his shoulders suddenly went tense. “I wouldn’t know. She’s a drug addict, and I only ever knew her when she was stoned off her face.” His lips took a hard line in anger, and I suddenly felt guilty.


    “I’m sorry.”


    Hunter’s eyes quickly shifted to mine. “What for?”


    I shrugged. “For making you feel angry about it.”


    Hunter smiled. “You asked, so I told you. There’s no need to apologise. If I didn’t want to tell you, I wouldn’t have.”


    I bit my lip and Hunter noticed. “When was the last time you saw her?”


    Hunter sighed and raked his gorgeous, talented hand through his hair. “About five years ago. Dad was just starting to get on his feet. I was well into studying my A levels, and she just turned up out of the blue high on fuck-knows-what, begging my dad for money. She said she needed it to pay the rent. Said she was getting clean and promised to be a better mother. My dad fell for it and gave her twenty grand to help get her back on her feet. She promised she would be in touch within a month, but we never heard from her. It was after six months that my dad decided to move away from our hometown in Plymouth and move up here to outer London. I think my dad was worried she would turn up again making more promises and begging for more money. I agreed that we needed to cut all ties. All we were doing was helping her feed her addiction anyway.”


    I offered Hunter a sad smile. “Was she always like that? I mean... did you ever see a good side of her?”


    Hunter looked towards the stream for a moment. He looked so lost. His hard, sometimes playful, features were replaced by a little boy lost. “I remember her reading to me when I was a little boy. I also remember her making butterflies.”


    I smiled. “Butterflies?”


    Hunter chuckled a little and briefly looked over to me. “Yeah, butterflies. She used to love them. Said they were beautiful creatures. She loved the spring and summer because that was when the pretty butterflies would visit. She would make paintings of them and put them on my wall. I think my dad would say it was therapeutic for her.” He looked back at me. “She suffered from depression quite a bit, you see.” I nodded, and he continued looking towards the stream, his face impassive. “In the end, she started taking pills for her depression, which then led to sleeping pills because she couldn’t sleep on them, which then led to the more illegal substances. My parents constantly fought after that, and, in the end, my mum left. I think by that stage, she was sleeping with her supplier.”


    “How old were you?”


    Hunter hunched forward a little. “I was ten by that stage. Old enough to notice what was going on, but not enough to understand it.”


    I sighed. “I’m sorry.”


    Hunter looked back at me. “It’s just one of those things. We all have a past, right? It’s just up to us how we choose to deal with it.”


    I smiled. “That’s true.”


    Hunter sighed, and I felt really bad for him. I placed my hand on his shoulder and smiled when he looked at me. “Why did you ask me about my mum?”


    I looked away and shrugged my shoulders. “I’m curious, I guess.” I closed my eyes thinking that was a crock of shit, and maybe, just maybe, I should let my walls down a little and be honest. “And I miss my dad.”


    In the corner of my eye, I saw Hunter shift a little towards me. He reached out, grabbed my hand, and threaded his fingers with mine. It was such a little gesture, but it was one that made my heart ache.


    “What was he like?”


    I gazed at the stream with a smile. “He was the best dad any girl could ever wish for. He doted on me. Anything I wanted, he would get me—even if I didn’t ask.” I laughed a little at the memories of him. “You know, every Friday, my dad would always finish work at two. He was guaranteed to be standing at the gate waiting for me to come out from school. I used to love every Friday afternoon.


    “He would hold me by the hand, strap me into the car, and take me to this ice cream parlour thirty miles from where we lived. I used to ask, ‘Why are you travelling so far for ice cream?’ He would reply, ‘Because, it’s the best ice cream in the whole of the UK, and I only want the best for my AJ.’”


    Hunter’s bright smile suddenly vanished. “He called you AJ? Shit, Ayden. I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”


    I shook my head. “I was the one who let it slip the night we met; you were never to know. Apart from you, he was the only one who has ever called me that. My dad was the only one, who was ever allowed.”


    Hunter’s smile returned. “And me?”


    I nudged him in the shoulder. “You hardly leave me any choice with that big ego of yours. You’re like a man possessed once you get started.”


    Hunter raised his eyebrow. “Oh, I am, am I?”


    “Yeah, you’re like Jekyll and Hyde.”


    Hunter pulled back and stared at me like I was nuts. Next minute, he pounced on me, tickling me to death. First it was my ribs, and then he moved down to my waist. Pretty soon, I couldn’t breathe.


    “Hunter... stop... please!” I begged, laughing so hard, I thought I would pass out.


    “Not until you take it back.”


    I poked my tongue out. “No.”


    Hunter’s tickling intensified. “Take it back, AJ.”


    The word no was on the tip of my tongue again, but his tickling was like torture. This was seriously where the secret service was going wrong trying to torture answers out of people. Just get someone in the room and stick a feather duster under the armpits and they would answer anything. Pure torture!


    “Okay, okay. I take it back!”


    The tickling immediately ceased, making me gulp a huge lungful of air. For some reason, I came here feeling like my world was coming to an end. Ten minutes with lover boy put a stop to that.


    “Thank you,” I blurted, without thinking.


    Hunter frowned. “For what?”


    I shrugged, looking away as I felt my cheeks redden. “I don’t know. For being here... with me... now.” God, now I was stuttering.


    I felt a hand tug at my chin. Slowly, but surely, Hunter pulled my gaze to his. “I’m here because I want to be.”


    My internal struggle resumed. One half of me wanted to give in to this man and let him abuse me with wild abandon. The other half wanted to fight him at every turn.


    He was looking at me now—staring into my eyes like I was the only woman in the world. Why was he doing this to me? Why was he making me feel?


    We both stared a moment longer than necessary. At some point, one of us was going to either make the first move or break away. So, I decided to laugh and pull away.


    “Anything’s better than the soiree up there.” I pointed.


    Yeah, call me a romantic.


    Hunter laughed, but I swore I saw a hint of disappointment in his eyes. “Speaking of which, maybe we should head on up there. They’ve probably sent a search party for us by now.”


    I sighed, knowing I had well and truly broken the spell. “You’re right. We don’t need them being anymore suspicious than they already could be. Especially your dad—after what happened today.”


    Hunter smiled as I stood up and he wrapped an arm around me. “Nah, he’s cool.” He winked at me, making me laugh, but then he turned serious as he gently pushed us up the path together. “What was the name of it?”


    I looked up at him and frowned. “What do you mean?”


    “The ice cream parlour.”


    I sucked in a breath. “Oh, where my dad used to take me?” He nodded. “It was called Johnny’s up in Aylesbury. I haven’t been there since he died. I guess it wouldn’t even be there anymore.”


    Hunter smiled and remained silent for a moment. Then he suddenly looked mad as he looked up to where the party was. “That guy you were speaking with earlier?”


    I frowned, but then my eyes went wide as I instantly remembered who he was referring to. I stiffened, and he felt it. “You mean my uncle, Pete.”


    Hunter furrowed his brow in concern. I was starting to panic that he would start asking too many questions. Again, he surprised me.


    “I don’t like him.”


    I let out a breath and offered him a half-smile. “I don’t either, to tell you the truth.”


    I looked away, thinking that this was the end. But instead, Hunter stopped me and grabbed my arms. He held my gaze like a prisoner. I was certainly in it for life as far as Hunter was concerned.


    “Promise me something?”


    His sudden question made me jump. I was too busy staring at his full, pouty lips, too busy staring at his luscious brown hair, too busy staring at his gorgeous green eyes, too busy... staring.


    “Sorry... what?”


    “I want you to promise me something, AJ.”


    I shrugged. “It depends on what it is.”


    He squeezed my shoulders a little. “I’m being serious.”


    I saw the sincerity in his eyes and nodded my head. Hunter exhaled and looked away like he was debating something. What it was, I had no idea.


    “Promise me that if you’re ever in trouble, or if you ever need to talk, you’ll come to me.”


    I smiled with a sigh and tried to move away. “Hunter, I—”


    Hunter gripped my shoulders, holding me in place, making me look at him. He was dead serious this time. “Promise me. Please.”


    I didn’t know why he cared so much all of a sudden when all I was to him was another notch he was determined to carve onto his bedpost. Maybe once he had had his fill, he wouldn’t care anymore about whether I was in trouble or not. But, that look in his eye... the one that filled me with hope, desire, and the promises of what was to come... told me otherwise. I was starting to believe he had magic in those sparkly green eyes of his.


    “Okay, I promise.”


    I sighed, knowing, yet again, I had given in to him. Hunter’s rigid stance instantly relaxed. “Thank you.”


    I smiled. “Don’t mention it.”


    Hunter gave me an unamused look. “I wasn’t joking.”


    I chuckled and nudged his arm. “I know, and I really appreciate you looking out for me. You didn’t have to put a spell on me with those magical eyes of yours, though.”


    Hunter stopped still with a big shit-eating grin on his face. “Magical eyes, ha? First I’m ‘Mr. Orgasmic,’ and now I’m ‘Magical Eyes.’”


    I sighed. “Okay! Okay! Don’t get too big-headed. Jeez, are you ever going to let that go?”


    His eyes widened. “Would you?”


    I laughed and shook my head. “No, I guess not.”


    We carried on walking, and Hunter helped me up to the top. Once there, we rounded the corner and I could immediately see my uncle talking to a leggy blonde I didn’t recognise.


    Hunter saw him and gritted his teeth. Turning to me, he looked determined. “Come to my room tonight.”


    I gasped. “But Hunter... our parents. Can’t this wait?”


    He shook his head. “I’m not after that. I just want to make sure you’re... Just say you’ll come?”


    Looking at him, I could tell there was no arguing. “Okay, but I’ll have to sneak out at the crack of dawn.”


    Hunter nodded. “So be it. I just want to spend more time with you. For a chick, you’re not half-bad company.”


    I laughed. “Well, I’m glad that, for a chick, I can keep you entertained. For a bloke, you’re not half-bad, either.”


    We smiled at each other and walked towards the pool, but our moment was instantly ruined by my mother’s screeching voice.


    “Ayden! Ayden! There you are. I have a surprise for you.”


    Looking over, I found my mother smiling from ear to ear. I had been smiling. I had been starting to enjoy myself until I saw who was beside her.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Ten


    


    


    “Robert.” I gave him a half-smile, even though my smiling mood had suddenly waned.


    “Ayden, you look beautiful.” He peered over my body, and I immediately felt violated. I had never felt the need to cover up as much as I felt the need to do so at that moment. Did I seriously attract them or what?


    “What are you doing here?” Hunter seethed through gritted teeth.


    Robert just grinned even wider. “Ayden’s mum kindly invited me. I wouldn’t have missed this special occasion for the world.” He smiled brightly at my mother, and she cooed back in his direction. “Besides, it gives me and Ayden the chance to get to know each other a little more.”


    I groaned—not enough for Robert and my mother to hear—but certainly enough for Hunter to sense my distaste.


    “Kat, it wasn’t a good idea to invite him.”


    My mother looked taken aback. I nudged Hunter to tell him to shut up. Lord knows how much trouble Robert could stir if this got out of hand.


    “Why ever not, Hunter?”


    Hunter looked at me, and I glared at him to shut up. Hunter pursed his lips and looked back at my mother. “I just worry about his intentions, that’s all.”


    My mother gasped with a smile and placed her fake hand over her equally fake heart. “Oh, look at that. Your father and I aren’t even married yet, and you’re already feeling protective over your little sister.”


    I choked. Big time. So much so that Hunter had to pat me on the back a few times. “Are you okay?”


    I looked up at him with watery eyes, and I could see the concern in his. Was he really worried about me? Surely Hunter didn’t have a heart?


    “Why don’t you take Robert for a walk around the grounds? I’m sure he would love to see more of the house.” My mother’s eyebrow rose as if she was sharing some kind of inside joke. I didn’t have a clue what she was up to, but I didn’t like it. I didn’t like it one little bit.


    “I would love that. Shall we?” Robert offered his arm to me, but I just stared.


    “Maybe I should come.”


    Kat laughed at Hunter. “Seriously, Hunter. Ayden isn’t a little girl anymore. She doesn’t need chaperoning.”


    Robert glared at Hunter. “Yes, it could be misinterpreted.” He briefly looked at me, his eyebrow raised in challenge.


    Hunter stepped forward like he was about to charge. “What are you trying to imply?”


    Panicking, I stepped forward before it got out of control. I turned directly to Hunter and glared at him. “Hunter, it’s fine. I can show him around.” He went to argue, but I grabbed his arm. I squeezed tightly to get him to shut up. “It’s only a walk.” With a whisper, I added, “You’re making a really big deal out of this.”


    Frustrated didn’t even begin to describe how he looked. Eventually, he caved. “Fine,” he said through gritted teeth. He looked up to Robert, grunted, “I’ll be watching you,” and walked away.


    “Well, what a loving brother Hunter’s becoming. It’s so sweet.”


    I almost choked on the bile that rose in my throat. Robert just smiled knowingly in my direction. I knew that he knew what was happening—even though he had no proof of it. I seriously resolved to be more careful from then on.


    “Shall we?” Robert offered his arm, and I reluctantly moved toward him, but not before my mother caught my arm and leaned in to whisper, “Be fucking nice to this one. He’s about as good as you’re going to get.”


    I sighed, trying not to take to heart what she had just said, and moved forward to link my arm through Robert’s. My mother smiled at us both. “You look so cute together. Can you imagine what your babies would look like? Adorable.”


    My eyes widened, but Robert looked about ready to burst with energy. Normally, guys would run a mile from a comment like that, but not Robert. He looked about ready to get down and dirty and ride that family train.


    Fuck that shit!


    My mother eventually moved away, leaving us alone together... under the watchful eye of Hunter of course. I was grateful for that at least.


    “Your mother’s really nice.”


    I gritted my teeth, afraid I would say, “Yeah, for a psychotic witch.” Instead, I held my tongue and started walking around the grounds with Robert. He looked like he had just won the lottery or something. What was so bloody great about this?


    “I must admit, I was a little upset you never came to meet me that day. You don’t return my calls when I leave you a message either. I only want to be your friend, Ayden.”


    I sighed. “Robert, we went on a few dates, and I decided I didn’t want to pursue anything further.”


    Robert almost pouted. “Why not?”


    “Because there’s no chemistry between us.”


    “Oh, there’s chemistry. I can certainly feel it.”


    I almost rolled my eyes. “But not with me, Robert. I just don’t feel that way about you. I’m sorry if that’s not what you want to hear, but it’s the truth. Coming here to the party won’t solve anything.” I led him around to the front of the house. There was no way I was going to take him inside the house with me. There would no telling how fucked up in the head he was.


    Robert just smiled. “You will in time. I assure you that you would never go without anything you needed or wanted with me, Ayden. I will give you anything you want. I’ve got money, and I’m going places. Once I finish my degree in economics, we could get married and start a life together.”


    I stopped still and made Robert turn to me. “You’re not listening to me, are you? I don’t care for the money, Robert. I have some of my own. I don’t need to get married just to make sure I have financial security. All of that means nothing without love.”


    Robert grabbed my arms. “You could grow to love me. In time, you will see that I’m the best man for you. I can make you happy, Ayden. I mean, we haven’t even had sex. Why don’t we try that and see how we get on?”


    My eyes widened. “Robert, are you listening to yourself? This is crazy. I’m not going to have sex with you just to see if we’re compatible. Are you nuts?”


    Robert pursed his pouty lips. I remembered that when we first went out on a date, my initial thought was that he had great blowjob lips. If I had been a bloke, I would have definitely let him go down on me.


    Ugh, what was I thinking?!


    “You were attracted to me at the beginning, weren’t you? You wouldn’t have gone on a date with me otherwise.”


    I nodded my head. “Yes, I admit I found you attractive in the beginning, but that was just superficial.”


    Robert frowned. “Are you saying you find me ugly on the inside?”


    Yes.


    “No, Robert. You’re just a bit too... I don’t know... full on. We had only just had our second date, and you were already talking about marriage and kids. That’s a great big no-no when you’ve only just met someone. Can you understand how that could put someone off?”


    Robert shook his head. “Not really. I mean... for men, yes... but women love that stuff.”


    I inhaled a big, deep breath, afraid I would accidentally on purpose knee this arsehole in the nuts. “Women don’t love that stuff, Robert. They get just as freaked out by it as men do. We’re not all destined to wait for a man to marry so we can sit at home and bear lots of children. I’m certainly not that way. Never have been, never will be. I like my freedom, Robert. Something which you’re trying to strip away from me.”


    Robert squeezed my arms tighter. “I can give you freedom, Ayden. I’ll give you whatever you want. Just say you’ll give me another shot. Please.”


    I sighed again, but didn’t want to pause too long—just in case he might start to think that I would even consider it. Instead, I shook my head. “No, Robert.” I looked him straight in the eyes. He had brown, puppy dog eyes. In fact, he kind of reminded me of Hugh Grant in a way, especially when he pulled that face.


    “I’m just not into you in that way. I’m sure there is a girl out there who would be. You’re an attractive man, Robert. Someone is out there for you.”


    Robert nodded. “Yes, and she’s standing right in front of me. Just try, Ayden. Maybe we should kiss to see if that sparks something?”


    I went to shake my head, but before I could even start, Robert had his lips to mine, forcing my mouth apart so he could gain entry. I struggled—trying to get him off of me—but all he did was grip my arms tighter. Why on earth did I bring him round to the front of the house? No one was there; they were all celebrating round the back. In fact, the music was getting louder, which suggested to me that everyone was either drunk or well on their way to being drunk.


    Robert broke away just enough for me to shout, “Robert, please,” but he wasn’t listening. Instead, he pulled me to him, wrapping me up in a vice-like grip. I could feel how hard he was as he crushed me to him.


    “Ayden, I want you so badly.”


    I struggled again as he started kissing my neck. “Robert, get off me!”


    “You heard the lady.”


    Robert suddenly stopped and took a step back, giving me space to catch my breath and smooth down my dress. I had an inkling as to whose voice it was, but needed confirmation. When I turned, I saw Mason standing there throwing daggers with his eyes in Robert’s direction.


    When he saw how upset I must have looked, Mason came up to me and stroked my arm. “Are you okay?”


    Without meaning to, tears suddenly pricked my eyes. I wasn’t one to show weakness, but Mason’s kind eyes threw me off tilt a little. Without saying a word, I nodded, and once he knew I was as okay as I could be, he turned his attention to Robert.


    “You’re very lucky there’s a party going on here because if there wasn’t, you would be down on your arse right now. Do I make myself fucking clear?” Robert’s eyes widened at the threat, but he nodded. “I suggest you apologise to Ayden, and then I suggest you leave. I do not want to see your face around here again. You’re not welcome.”


    The sound of my mum’s heels could be heard as she marched outside the door. “What’s going on?”


    Mason turned to my mum. “I found this young man forcing himself upon Ayden when she obviously didn’t want it.”


    My mother gasped and placed a hand over her heart. “Oh my God! Ayden, are you okay?”


    I nodded, but I knew that behind her concern lay a snake waiting to strike.


    “I was just telling this boy to leave and never cross our paths again.”


    Robert put his hands up. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to take it that far. I thought Ayden wanted it. Her body language told me as much.”


    Now it was my turn to gasp. “Robert, I was telling you I wasn’t interested in you, and you forced your tongue down my throat.”


    He looked at my mother for help. “It wasn’t like that. I swear.”


    Oh, my God. I couldn’t believe it. How much worse could this party get?


    “I’ve heard enough. Get out of our house. Now!” At first, Robert wouldn’t move. “Do I have to drag you out?” Mason looked spitting mad. So mad that even Robert recoiled at the sight of it.


    Eventually, Robert moved, but not before looking at me. “I’m sorry. I’ll call you once you’ve had a chance to calm down.”


    I shook my head. “Please don’t.”


    Robert ignored me and carried on walking towards the gate. Mason pressed the buzzer to let him out, and we all watched as he disappeared through it. As soon as he was out of sight, I let out a deep breath.


    “Are you sure you’re ok?”


    I nodded. “Yes, I’m fine. Thank you. I appreciate you doing that for me. Robert’s been a little too eager, despite me telling him no.”


    Mason frowned. “Well, if it becomes an issue, let me know. We’ll get an injunction out on him. Unless, of course, you want to go ahead with it now? Do you have other evidence? Diary entries... things like that?” I shook my head. “Start one. As I said, I can always do it now for you. I was witness to his assault.”


    I shook my head again. “No, that’s fine. I will start a diary, though. Thank you.”


    Mason placed his hands on my shoulders and smiled. All the while, my mother was throwing daggers at me. “Promise me you will come to me if he becomes troublesome?”


    I nodded and smiled, but I wondered where Hunter was whilst all this was happening. “I promise.”


    Mason nodded. “Good. Now, let’s go inside and get you a drink. I’m sure you could use one now.”


    I smiled up at him. “That would be great, thank you.”


    We all marched in, and Mason made good on his promise to grab me that drink. Hunter, however, was nowhere to be found, so I thanked Mason and excused myself to use the toilet. I searched around the ground floor, and when I couldn’t find him, I went upstairs. It was when I reached the top that I heard voices. It sounded like it was coming from Hunter’s room.


    Frowning, I made my way towards the door when I heard them. “You don’t realise how long I’ve been dreaming about your cock inside me. I want you to fuck me, Hunter,” she moaned, and that was all it took for me to bolt for the stairs.


    Tears pricked my eyes as I chastised myself for being so stupid. I was letting myself fall for him. How could I have been so dumb? I shouldn’t be upset, but after our little chat, I felt a connection. Call me an idiot, but I would have sworn that it was there. Now I’ve just become one of his many other conquests. A stupid little fuck bunny that waits on his every move, wondering and hoping that it would be towards me.


    Oh, how dumb was I? I raced down the stairs, my eyes pooling with tears. What would people think of me?


    Wanting to get away, I raced inside the bathroom and tried to shut the door when I felt pressure on the other end. When I let go, my mother burst through the door with venom in her eyes.


    “You fucking piece of shit! When are you going to do as you’re told? Do you realise how embarrassing that was tonight?” She was stalking towards me, a hand behind her back. I couldn’t see what was in it, which made me nervous.


    “You invited him, Kat. I didn’t want him here. If you hadn’t invited him, none of that would have happened.”


    My mum grabbed the back of my hair and pushed me against the wall. Before I could fight back, she had a knife pressed to my throat. “You listen here, you little piece of shit. The only person that makes a scene is you. Every time there’s a problem, you’re somehow fucking involved. When are you going to learn that it’s not all about you? You’re ruining my fucking party. You’re always ruining everything!”


    She let go of my hair, but my heart was beating a million miles an hour. She looked about ready to boil. “I’m sorry,” I said, trying to placate her.


    She had a fucking knife!


    “I’ll try to be good. I swear.”


    My mother sighed. “You had better be.” Then, she did something that totally surprised me. She suddenly struck—slicing my arm with the knife. At first it didn’t register, but when I felt the trickle of blood fall down my arm, I looked and found she had sliced up my inner left arm. The cut was about four inches in length.


    When I looked back up, my mouth open, all my mum did was sigh. “See what you made me do?! Maybe that will finally teach you a lesson.” She grabbed some tissues, cleaned the blood off the knife and looked down at the blood on the floor. “Clean this shit up.”


    Then, she left, and all I could do at first was just stand there. When I thought someone could come in at any second, I bolted the door shut and went about cleaning up the mess. I managed to clean the wound, but it kept on bleeding, so I grabbed a towel and applied pressure to it. With my free right hand, I cleaned the blood from the floor, but I started crying when I saw it was all over my dress. Great. There was no way I could return to the party without being noticed after this. It wasn’t even a coloured dress of any kind. It was white, which is the worst possible colour to have on when you’re bleeding. I looked like a virgin who had just been sacrificed.


    Why? Why did this have to happen to me? Was it really too much to ask for a normal family life?


    I was still contemplating this when a huge bang at the door made me jump. I immediately heard giggling behind it and a “sorry” uttered by an unknown male voice. Great, someone wanted to bump uglies in the bathroom, and I was in their way.


    At first, I wondered what to do, but then I remembered that I could make a quick getaway up the stairs without anyone seeing me.


    So that’s what I did. Without warning, I opened the door and pushed past the couple so fast that they didn’t see me coming. All I heard behind me was, “Someone’s in a bad mood,” and then further giggling. No doubt they were making their way into the bathroom. I would have to disinfect it thoroughly before using it again.


    As I rushed up the stairs, I saw Mason, in the corner of my eye, talking to my uncle. He looked up, but I quickly disappeared from view before he saw me. Still no Hunter. His door was shut, so, no doubt, he was still entertaining the slut in there. I really didn’t want to go in my room and hear him—hear them—but I had to change, and I had to get to the hospital. By now the towel I was using was starting to get a little wet.


    As fast and as carefully as I could, I changed out of my dress and somehow managed to pull a pair of jeans and a tank top on with one arm. By now, the cut was throbbing, and it was getting quite painful. I needed something to kill the pain, but the need to get out of there as quickly as possible without being seen was far greater.


    Once I was ready, I grabbed my handbag and slowly opened the door. I couldn’t see anyone on the landing, so I slipped by and quickly tiptoed down the stairs. Why I was doing that was anyone’s guess. There was a party going on, so my footsteps would be the last thing they would hear... even if I stomped my feet all the way down.


    I got to the bottom of the stairs and was relieved that no one had seen me and that the front door was just a few feet ahead. I looked down the hallway towards the kitchen and diner, but I couldn’t see anyone. I heard voices, but that was about it.


    Wasting no time, I ran towards the door and opened it. Just as I was about to go through, I felt a hand grip my good arm. “Where are you going, Ayden?”


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Eleven


    


    


    I turned around to look at Mason at the same time as trying my best to cover my bad arm. He saw my distress and frowned. “You’ve been crying. Has that boy been bothering you again?”


    I shook my head. “No. I’m fine. I just need to pop out for a few minutes. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”


    I could tell Mason wasn’t buying it. He looked me over, surely noticing that I had changed, and then he tried peeking over my shoulder to see what I was hiding.


    “What’s wrong, Ayden? Let me see.”


    I shook my head, tears now welling my eyes. “It’s nothing. I’m fine. I just need to go out for a bit. I promise I’ll be home as soon as I can.”


    Mason ignored me and spun me around. He saw my arm, and his eyes widened. “Shit, Ayden. What happened to you?”


    I tried smiling, but it was an effort. “It was stupid really.” I laughed trying to make light of it. I was going to lie through my teeth, but I had made a habit out of it since my mum started hitting me. “I was trying to cut one of the melons, and I sliced through it, but I ended up slicing my arm along with it.”


    Mason pulled at my arm. “Let me see.”


    I shook my head. “Please, I don’t want a fuss. I was going to go to the hospital because it hasn’t stop bleeding. I was hoping I would be able to sneak out without anyone seeing me. I didn’t want to ruin your party.”


    Mason inhaled sharply. “For fuck’s sake, Ayden. You’re more important than any stupid party.” He looked around and then back at me. “Get in the Porsche, and I’ll take you. I just need to get my keys.”


    “It’s really okay, Mason. I’ll get a taxi—”


    Mason stepped closer to me and gritted his teeth. “Ayden, get in the car and wait for me. I won’t take no for an answer.”


    I nodded, scared. When I saw him disappear to get his keys, I grabbed his arm. Mason spun round to look at me. “Promise me you won’t tell anyone.”


    Mason frowned. “Why? I don’t understand.”


    “Please, Mason. I feel embarrassed enough as it is. Please don’t tell anyone—not even my mum.”


    Mason sighed and looked away in thought. “Okay. I won’t say anything. I’ll tell your mum that an important work emergency came up and that I have to go in for an hour.”


    “But she’ll be mad at you, Mason.”


    He shrugged. “I’m taking you to the hospital, Ayden. You need to get that looked at. Now, get in the car and no more will be said.” He walked away leaving me to race toward his Porsche. Luckily, it was conveniently parked by the gate as the front of our house was pretty full with cars by now.


    I got to the door, opened it, and slid myself down into the seat. Well, I more like plonked into the seat, considering I had only the one arm. It was starting to really burn. Searing heat with pain seemed to mesh together causing one hell of a throb in my arm. Man, it stung like a bitch!


    I was just in the middle of trying to inspect it when the door flung open, making me jump. Mason got in as he pushed the button for the gate to open.


    “Thank you for this.” I smiled across at Mason as he started the engine.


    “What kind of person would I be if I let you get a taxi with your arm like that?” He looked down briefly before driving through the gate. “It looks pretty bad, Ayden. How the hell did you manage that?”


    I chuckled. “I’m clumsy, I guess.” I bit my lip afraid that I would cry and give myself away. My mum was always pretty bad with me, but lately, since Mason and Hunter moved in, she had been ten times worse. At first it was just slaps, but it had finally progressed to full-blown grievous bodily harm. I didn’t know why she was doing it. Maybe she thought I was out to ruin her relationship. Mason seemed to be a decent man. I just didn’t think he realised exactly whom he was marrying.


    Trying to get comfortable, I moved my arm and winced. Mason briefly looked over with a worried expression. “Are you okay?”


    I nodded. “Yeah. It just hurts a little.”


    He looked me in the eyes a moment before returning his attention back on the road. “It looks like it’s hurting you a lot. You don’t need to pretend with me, Ayden. If you’re feeling something, tell me.”


    “Okay, then. It hurts like a mother-effing bitch. Is that better?”


    Mason laughed, which made me smile. “Yes, that’s better.” He paused a moment, then said, “We’ll be there soon. It’s only down the road.”


    I nodded. “Okay, but once we’re there, please get back to your party.”


    Mason sighed and shook his head. “I’m going to stay with you.” I went to say something, but he put his hand up. “Ah, that’s not up for discussion.”


    I huffed. “Has anyone told you that you’re as stubborn as a mule?”


    Mason laughed loudly. “I may have had one or two people comment on that. But let it be known that I take care of my family, Ayden, and you’re definitely becoming a part of that now.”


    I was about to respond by asking him about him and my mum and how they met, but he interrupted me. “Ah, we’re here now.”


    I shut my mouth and let Mason find a parking space. It was probably best I didn’t meddle anyway. Whatever he saw in her was beyond any logic, but he must have seen something... So, to each his or her own I guessed.


    Once parked, Mason quickly dashed out of his seat and came running around to mine just as I was trying to get out.


    Mason tutted. “And you say I am as stubborn as a mule? Couldn’t you have waited a couple of seconds?”


    I smiled. “Nah, it was about a second too long.”


    “Are you saying I have no stamina?”


    I laughed as we walked towards Casualty. “I seem to recall you had no problems there.”


    Oh fuck! Does my mouth not know when to shut up?


    When Mason fell silent, my face turned as red as a beetroot. “I’m so sorry. That was really inappropriate of me to say that. Fuck, I’m an idiot.” I looked away—embarrassed with myself—but Mason pulled my chin towards him. “It’s fine, Ayden. We can’t ignore what happened between us. It’s just something that can never be repeated.”


    I nodded. “I know.”


    He saw my sigh and turned to me. “Look, Ayden, what happened between us happened, and we can’t take it back. We didn’t know that a month or so later I would meet your mother. It’s just a really fucked up coincidence.”


    I nodded. “You’re telling me.” And he didn’t even know the half of it!


    We walked into Casualty after that without another word. Mason took charge, telling the nurse at reception about my little predicament. She looked at me, saw the blood, and immediately ushered me out of the way into a room to wait for the triage nurse.


    Once we sat down and she disappeared, I turned to Mason. “I guess me sitting out there pouring blood isn’t really a good look.”


    Mason shook his head with a smile. “How does it feel?”


    I cringed as the reminder of pain set in again. “It still hurts like a bitch.”


    Just as I said that, a nurse opened the door with a bright smile. “Good evening. I take it that you’re Ayden Pearson. Is that right?” She checked her notes as I agreed. She looked over at Mason. “Is this your partner?”


    We both laughed, and I felt my cheeks redden. “No,” I answered. “He’s my soon-to-be stepfather.”


    “Oh.” She bit her lip as she sat down opposite me. “Sorry.”


    Mason laughed again. “That’s okay. It’s actually a compliment to me, I guess.”


    The nurse briefly looked over to Mason, taking in his perfectly styled dark hair and even more perfect green eyes. Yeah, she had it bad.


    I found my gaze settling on Mason, and he too looked at me a little longer than he should have. It was only when the nurse moved forward to grab my arm that my gaze dropped.


    “Right. Let’s have a look at this then.” She carefully peeled back the towel, but, by this stage, some of it had stuck to my arm, so prying it away hurt like hell.


    “I’m sorry,” she offered. “It does look pretty deep. How did you do it?”


    I laughed it off, just like I always did. “It was silly really. I was trying to cut into a melon, and it was really hard. I held it in my left hand and sliced upwards with my right. In doing so, I sliced my arm. Pretty dumb, huh?” I think if my mum wasn’t left-handed, I wouldn’t have gotten away with this as well. It wouldn’t take a genius to figure out that I was right-handed.


    The nurse furrowed her brows. “Hmm... It does look pretty deep. It will definitely need stitches, but first, we’ll have to clean it up.” She got up from her seat. “Come with me, and I’ll take you to the treatment room. A nurse will fix you up there.”


    Both Mason and I got up at the same time and thanked her. She then led us into a different room. One which I thought would be packed, but I was surprised to see that there was only one gentleman at the other end of the room. He had a patch over his eye, so there was no doubt as to what he was in for. I gave him a curt smile and sat on the bed. The nurse pulled the curtain to give us some privacy and told us someone would be along as soon as possible.


    I was left in deep thought about everything that had happened today. It was almost like someone invented the worse possible evening for Ayden Pearson and decided they would like to give it a shot. I mean, first my uncle, then Robert, then Hunter, and then my mum. If I didn’t feel so pathetic already, I would have felt sorry for myself.


    “Are you okay? You look... I don’t know... sad.”


    I turned to look at Mason. He looked troubled, like he actually cared. It made me feel something inside. Not in the “butterflies and love” sense. It was almost like the feeling of being wanted. Being truly cared for. It was the strangest feeling and one I hadn’t felt since my dad passed. In a sense, when he died, all chances of having a family died along with him. I just existed in my own little world... a world where everyone seemed to want to change me in order to bend me to their will. I fought everyone along the way because I had to. I turned into the person I am today, because I had had no other choice. They gave me no other choice.


    At that moment, I was being comforted by a man I had slept with, who, surprisingly, was also coming to mean more to me than that. It was almost as if I could see what having a family truly meant—a glimpse of something I had lost along the way.


    “I want you to go home, Mason. I’m fine here by myself. I think I might just head on over to Christian’s once I’m done.”


    Mason frowned. “Why? You should come home and be with your family.”


    I have no family.


    “I just feel stupid, and I want to be alone for a little while.” I also didn’t want to see Hunter after what I had heard tonight. He expected me to come to his room, but he had another thing coming after he he’s just had his dick wet by somebody else. Prick!


    “No one’s going to judge you, Ayden.”


    “Is Pete staying with us?”


    Mason’s features changed. His concerned face grew hard as he sucked in a breath. “He did drop hints about it, but I made an excuse about rooms being decorated.”


    I frowned. “Is that true?”


    He shook his head. “No, but I guess I’m going to have to make it look as though we are now.”


    “Why?”


    Mason inhaled sharply again. “Because, I saw the way he was around you.” He sighed. “Ayden, is there something you want to tell me?”


    I looked at him silently for a moment, but then a pull of the curtain broke the spell. I guess I was saved, but I doubt it would be for long. Mason knew I was acting strangely, but I would be damned if I was going back to the scene of the crime so soon. My mother might decide to pretty up my other arm for me.


    With all conversations on hold, the nurse cleaned up my wound, gave me a local anaesthetic—one that killed—and, in the end, I had needed eighteen stitches. Yeah, my mum had done a good job.


    Afterwards, I was bandaged, told to take ibuprofen and paracetamol for the pain, and given an appointment to come back in ten days to have the stitches removed.


    Mason disappeared, but he was back by the time I had the bandaged wrapped up and was ready to leave.


    “Is everything okay?” I gathered my bag and looked at him for an answer.


    Mason smiled. “Everything’s fine. I just thought I would tell your mother I’m coming home. She gets antsy when she doesn’t hear from me for a while.”


    “I’m not going home, Mason.”


    He sighed. “I know. I don’t know why, but you have your reasons, and I will respect them. Just know I am here if you need to talk.”


    I nodded with a smile—grateful that he didn’t push it. “I can let you know Christian’s address.”


    Grabbing my good arm, we thanked the hospital staff and made our way outside. “I’m not taking you to Christian’s.”


    I stopped walking. “What? I thought you said—”


    “I know what I said, and I’ll respect that. If you want to be on your own for a while, then, fine ... But, you’re not staying at Christian’s. You can stay at my apartment for tonight. It’s just sitting there empty anyway.”


    We carried on walking to the car. “You haven’t sold it?”


    Mason shook his head. “No, it’s handy keeping it. Besides, Hunter may want to move in there once he’s finished with his degree.”


    I thought about that whilst we were getting in the car. Why isn’t Hunter living in it now? Surely he would want his own space to fill his boots? It would certainly make my life a damn sight easier if he wasn’t living with us twenty-four-seven.


    “Luckily, the apartment isn’t too far away from here.” Mason started the car and moved out of the space.


    “I’m sorry I caused all this trouble. You didn’t need to be with me. I could have done all of this myself.”


    “Will you stop apologising? It’s not your fault. You didn’t mean to cut yourself like that.”


    I smiled timidly. “I appreciate it though, Mason. I really do.” I could feel myself welling up again, so I decided to look away.


    “Hey, hey.” Mason tugged on my shoulder, but I didn’t look at him. “Ayden, look at me. Look. At. Me.”


    I turned my head, and as I did, I felt a tear fall down my face. Man, what was wrong with me tonight? I was normally so head-strong, but tonight had just pushed me over the edge. I could feel it all bubbling inside... feel all of the years of abuse at the hands of my mother.


    Mason grabbed my hand, and I let him. “There’s no need to cry, Ayden. There are people who are here for you, who want to be here for you. Don’t shut us out when we want to help. It’s what families are for.” I nodded my head, but I didn’t say any more just in case the tears kept coming. “I don’t know what it is that’s upsetting you, but I will be behind you one hundred percent if you ever need to talk. I can promise you that.”


    I sucked in a deep breath, trying hard to get my emotions in check. It was hard, though. I just wanted to be alone, so I could cry it out, pull up my big girl panties, and get on with my life.


    “Thank you, Mason.”


    He let go of my hand to change gears and looked at me for a moment. I could definitely see where Hunter got his looks from. If it wasn’t for Hunter, I think I would have had a major crush on Mr. Davenport.


    “We’re almost there.”


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Twelve


    


    


    He drove the rest of the way in silence, only briefly looking my way a couple of times. I wasn’t sure why he was doing it. Maybe he was worried I would start crying again. I was on the verge, but I was still determined to hold it all in until he left.


    He eventually pulled into a very posh apartment block. It looked familiar, but, then again, so was the area. “This is a nice complex.”


    Mason parked the car underground and shut off the engine. “It is, and the apartment is pretty special, too. That’s why I couldn’t bear to say goodbye to it.” He got out of the car and again marched over to my side. I was busy trying to get out when Mason grabbed a hold of me and pulled me up. When he did, our eyes locked, and, for a moment, neither of us moved or said a thing. It was only when he looked down at my lips that I thought I should say something. “Thank you.”


    That broke the spell, thankfully. To be honest, I wasn’t in the right frame of mind. I didn’t think I would have the strength to push him away if he had tried to kiss me. How sick did that make me? I really needed to be alone—and fast. Alone, where I couldn’t fuck up anything else for a while.


    Mason gently guided me out of the way and shut the door. “It’s just this way,” he said, clearing his throat. We walked towards the lifts, and, luckily, the doors were already open. Mason got his wallet open and pulled out a card. He put it over the scanner and punched in some kind of code. The lift immediately closed.


    “They’re very security conscious here.”


    “Only I have this. I have the penthouse, you see.”


    I raised my eyebrow. “The penthouse, huh?”


    He nodded, but looked away as though he was embarrassed. Being all shy actually quite suited him. It made him look cute, and I always thought Mason was anything but cute. Strong, athletic, ruggedly handsome, but not cute—never cute.


    Man, I needed to get into this apartment and fast.


    At that thought, the doors pinged open and I was greeted by a bright hallway with landscape paintings and vases holding fake, but very real-looking, flowers. I had to touch them just to see if they were real or not for myself. “These are amazing.”


    I looked up to Mason, and he smiled. “I ordered those online. They’re pretty good, huh?” I nodded with a smile. “How’s your arm?”


    “Starting to hurt now that the local is wearing off.”


    Mason suddenly moved, and I walked behind him into this huge living room. It was a mass of beige walls, cream sofas, and a massive television hung on the wall. “Wow, how big is that?”


    Mason came back through the door from somewhere, handing me a glass and a couple of tablets. Once I grabbed them, he looked up with a smile. “That’s a seventy inch.”


    My eyes widened. “I’ve never watched from a seventy inch before.” Why did that suddenly sound rude?


    Mason just laughed. “Well, you can tonight.”


    I just nodded and then silence fell. He really needed to leave. “I’m okay now, Mason. You really should get back to the party.”


    Mason nodded reservedly. “What shall I tell your mum and Hunter?”


    Shit, I hadn’t thought about that. I couldn’t really care about either at the moment, but I had to think of an excuse—to placate Mason more than anything. “Just tell them that Christian needed me and that I went round to see him. My mum knows I sometimes stay around there.”


    Mason’s eyebrow raised. “Who is Christian?”


    I smiled. “He’s just a friend.” I smiled wider, knowing exactly why he was asking. “A very gay friend.” Why did I feel it necessary to explain that to him?


    “Ah,” he said with a smile. “If you’re sure you’re okay?” I nodded. “There are some things in the fridge if you need anything. Hunter sometimes uses this place from time to time, so the fridge should be stocked.” He said the words “uses this place” like it was an inside secret between him and Hunter. I thought I was starting to know all too well what that secret was.


    That made me feel like even more of an idiot.


    “Okay, thank you, Mason. I think I might just go to bed. I’m feeling really tired now.”


    Mason nodded. “It’s no wonder. You’ve had quite an eventful evening tonight.” I smiled, but I didn’t say anything, so Mason took that as his cue to leave. “Stay in my room tonight. It’s the first on the left.”


    I nodded again and felt stupid. Mason probably knew that Hunter had been in here with his hoards of women dirtying up the bed sheets. As if I wanted to sleep where he once slept anyway.


    “Right. I’m going to go. I’ll call you tomorrow and see how you are.”


    I nodded. “Do I need to do anything here before I leave?”


    Mason shook his head. “No. We have a lady who comes and cleans once a week. She’ll sort everything out. Just make yourself at home, and I’ll see you Sunday evening.”


    I smiled with a nod, and Mason made his way to the lift. “Thanks, Mason. I hope you enjoy your trip.”


    Mason got in the lift and he raised his chin as the doors closed. Thank God I was alone.


    I wanted just to go straight to bed, but another part of me needed a stiff drink after the evening I had had. It was just after eleven, but it felt as though I had been up all night. I clocked a tumbler set on our way in, and it looked as though one bottle was full of bourbon.


    I walked that way, and, sure enough, it was full. I poured myself a healthy amount, swigged it down, and poured another. I took the drink with me to Mason’s room—first door on the left.


    When I opened the door, I was surprised to see how comfy and cosy it was. I thought it would have a giant king-sized waterbed with lavish satin sheets. Instead, I was met with a big mahogany bed with dark red sheets. The walls were painted a terracotta colour, which made it look warm and inviting. The other things I noticed straight away were the pictures of Hunter when he was small. Mason was in some of them too. Wow, he was hot, but somehow Mason looked better now than he did then. Hunter on the other hand looked as cute as a button, which was rather ironic. I did notice, however, that the more grown up he was in the photos, the more that cheeky side of him began to shine through. Behind those penetrating green eyes lay the monster who had trapped me. Yeah, he had trapped me well and good.


    With that thought in my mind, I lay on Mason’s bed, wincing as I accidentally put pressure on my arm. The darkness in my mind was coming again, and it was coming fast. I hated my life. I hated what my mother made me. Most of all, I hated myself.


    The tears came, and I didn’t stop them this time. I let them flow because I could weep pathetically now that there was no one to see or hear me. I curled into a ball and let the tears just fall and fall. I felt stupid for falling for Hunter’s trap. I felt stupid for letting my guard down as far as my mother was concerned. Most of all, I felt stupid because I was actually starting to fall for Hunter. Yeah, really clever, right?


    I was so wrapped up in my own little world that I didn’t even register that Mason was there until he sat on the bed. I shot up, which resulted in a sharp pain in my arm. I winced, but couldn’t take my eyes off of Mason and his concerned expression.


    “What are you doing back here?” I wiped the tears away as best as I could.


    “I forgot my car keys, but I didn’t realise until I got to the basement.”


    He went to say something, but I put my hand up. “Please don’t.” I didn’t want the questions I knew were coming. I couldn’t handle dealing with it. I just wanted to be left alone.


    “I was just going to ask if you needed a hug.”


    Another tear came down as I nodded my head. Mason scooted over and wrapped his arms around me. He felt nice, familiar, and warm. I knew it was summer, but the apartment was icy cold with the air conditioning. In fact, I didn’t realise I was that cold until I was in his arms.


    I found myself snuggling into him as best I could. He didn’t pull away. In fact, he only tightened his grip.


    After a moment, he loosened his grip, and I thought that would be it, but instead, he started stroking my hair. His caress felt soft, tender even. It made me want to look up at him to smile my appreciation. I began to do just that, but as my head came up, Mason’s lips came down. No doubt, all he wanted was to kiss my forehead, but instead, his lips grazed mine.


    I was rooted. I couldn’t move. At first Mason pulled back—a look of shock encasing his handsome features—but when he looked me in the eyes, he must have seen something. What it was, I didn’t know, but it drove him forward again, and before I could breathe, his lips were back on mine again. He broke free... looking at me for a moment before coming in for another kiss. It was almost as if he was seeking permission. It was almost as if he knew he shouldn’t, but he just couldn’t help himself.


    And neither could I.


    After the ugliness of this evening, I needed this. I needed to feel the warmth. I needed to feel the protection. I needed to feel loved. Even though I knew full well this wasn’t love, I felt it nonetheless, and right then, I was embracing it.


    Mason pulled away again, but only long enough for each of us to catch our breath. He was breathing heavily into my mouth as he tenderly stroked my cheek. I moaned. I couldn’t help it. I wanted him to touch me like that. I wanted him to touch me in places I knew he shouldn’t.


    He still had me cradled in his arms like I was a baby. It was wrong to want to feel his comfort. After the night I had, though, I needed it.


    As he trailed his fingers lightly down from my face towards my shoulder, a gasp left my lips.


    That was all the encouragement Mason needed. He captured my lips, but this time, it wasn’t gentle. It was needy, hungry, and full of passion. When I first met Mason, he was just as nervous as I was, but now he commanded me with a grace that set my insides on fire. He knew exactly how to control me, and boy was I loving it.


    Our tongues danced for a while, but soon we broke free, and with his hand, he pulled one side of my tank top down and started kissing my neck. I moaned, loving every single second of it. He pulled it down further, ready to expose my breast, but it was at that moment that one thought hit me:


    He’s done this with my mother.


    “Mason, stop.”


    He did so straight away. Our breathing was still harsh, and my top was still exposing my bare shoulder. Mason had the grace to get up from the bed, and, at first, he couldn’t look at me.


    “I’m so sorry, Ayden. I don’t know what came over me. That’s no excuse, but right now I don’t have one.”


    I pulled my top up and tried sliding myself up the bed with my good arm. “Mason, it’s fine.”


    Mason turned to look at me. “Ayden, it’s not fine. I told you there should be no repeats of a year ago, and here I am... mauling you on my bed.” Mason gripped his hands in his hair. “I’m supposed to be marrying your mother, and I just... I just… ”


    “Mason, will you stop? Nothing happened.”


    He looked down at me. “Only because you stopped me. Only because you made me see how wrong this was. What would your mother think of me?”


    My eyes widened. “She can never know.”


    His eyes reflected my own. “I realise that, but I know.” He pointed to himself and then to me. “We know.” He sighed and then sat at the foot of the bed. “I’ve never cheated before, Ayden. Sure, I’ve had lots of no-strings-attached relationships, but whenever I’ve committed myself, I’ve never strayed. I live by that philosophy.”


    I saw how defeated he was and moved down toward him. I placed my hand on his shoulder, but he never looked up. “We’ll just forget this ever happened, okay? I can if you can. I won’t think or feel any differently about you, and I hope you can feel the same about me, too.”


    He looked up then with a smile. “I’m sorry. I’m being an arse.”


    I chuckled. “You can never be that, Mason.”


    He stared at me a moment before speaking again. “You know you have your mother’s eyes—not the colour—just the way you look. It’s just, somehow your eyes look lost whenever I look into them.”


    I knew I shouldn’t ask, but I had to know. “What do you see when you look into my mother’s eyes?”


    Mason chuckled a little. “I don’t know. I think it’s determination.”


    I laughed, too, but not because I thought it was funny. It was funny, but in a bad, ironic sense. My mother was very determined. I just didn’t think Mason realised just how much.


    As if on cue, Mason’s phone started ringing. He panicked at first, but then realised it was in his pocket. He pulled it out, looked down and said, “It’s your mother.” I nodded as he answered. “Hi, darling. Yes, sorry I’m late. I just had a call about the apartment. The alarm was going off.” He paused a moment. “Yes, all is fine, darling. It must have been a freak event as nothing has moved or been taken.” Another pause. “I’m on my way now. I’m really sorry about that, Kat.” He nodded. “Yes. Love you, too.”


    God, I wanted to be sick.


    When he hung up the phone, he looked back at me and saw my expression. “Sorry.”


    I waved my hands. “Don’t be.” In fact, it just made me realise what a terrible mistake this would have been. He loves my mother. Of course he does. He’s getting bloody married to her. And yet, I sat here sticking my tongue down his throat ready to bump the midnight uglies with him. Jeez, I was seriously fucked in the head. My only excuse was that I needed to feel the comfort of another’s arms. Something I had rarely felt in life.


    “I really have to go.” He raced towards me, planted a kiss on my forehead, and looked at me as if asking for my approval.


    I smiled. “Get going, Mason. I’ll see you on Sunday. Thanks again.” Mason nodded, and, without another word, he left.


    It was only once he was gone that I wondered whether I should call Mandy or Christian. I jumped off the bed in search of my bag and saw it lying on the sofa. I took the phone out and saw I had fifteen different messages from Hunter.


    First one: AJ, where are you? I’ve been looking for you everywhere?


    Next one: Fuck, AJ, are you playing a game with me? I can’t find you anywhere and you’re not answering your phone!


    Next one: AJ, I’m seriously losing my shit here. Where. Are. You?!


    This went on and on until the last one sent about ten minutes ago. I can’t reach you and now I can’t reach my dad. Where the fuck are you, AJ? If I don’t hear back from you in the next half an hour, I’m calling the police.


    I sighed. I really didn’t want to contact him, but I guess I had to now. Besides, wasn’t he at home? Surely my mum would have told him where Mason was at least. Jeez, he was a hot head. A womanising, green-eyed hulk of a hot head!


    It was then in my anger that I changed Hunter’s name to Fuck Face. It seemed to suit him well. I hit reply and started typing.


    Me: I’m fine. I had to leave home, and I’m not coming back tonight. No need to panic anymore. Calm your dick!


    I hit the send button knowing my reply would piss him off, but I couldn’t care less. He was screwing around with some chick in his room minutes after inviting me to sleep with him in it. He certainly had another thing coming if he thought I was going to play nice.


    I jumped at the sound of my phone ringing. When I saw it was Hunter, I ignored the call. He tried ringing again and I ignored it again. This went on for another couple of minutes before I decided to switch the damn thing off and go to sleep. It was after midnight, and I was exhausted anyway.


    I drank the remaining bourbon, took my jeans off, and got comfortable under the covers. I switched the light off beside me and rolled over to get comfortable.


    At first I couldn’t sleep. My arm was throbbing a little, and visions of tonight’s events kept swimming in my head. I thought about getting another shot of bourbon, but I didn’t want to have to become dependent upon alcohol in order to make myself fall asleep. Eventually, through sheer will and exhaustion, I managed to lull myself into la-la land.


    


    *****


    


    I was stuck in the attic... again. I hated it when my mother got like this. Sometimes, she would ignore me, and I was fine with that. I was okay because it was better than the alternative.


    It was evening, and I had just come in from studying at Mandy’s house. We were doing our end-of-year exams at school, and I was a little later than I originally planned. Mandy’s parents asked if I wanted to eat something, but I declined. I wished I had said yes because once I got in, my mother picked up my plate of food, opened the bin with her foot, and turned the contents inside. She then grabbed a hold of my hair, dragged me upstairs, and threw me into the attic. I knew then that I would be there all night. She didn’t leave a light on, so I had to make do with the torch I had snuck in one day when she wasn’t at home. I hid it underneath a floorboard because I was that paranoid she would find it and hurt me again. I also didn’t want to be alone in the dark. The first time my mother put me up there, I was six. The darkness scared me. I hated it because every shadow on the wall looked like a monster. As a result, I would scream when she dragged me in there. I couldn’t deal with my ever-beating heart as the panic consumed me. It was like living in a waking hell.


    In the end, however, I got used to the dark. Darkness was my friend because at least I was safe inside of it. My mother couldn’t get to me in the dark. She may have put me there, but I knew while I was there, I was safe from another smack. Safe from another curse from her vile tongue.


    It ended up being a good thing. While up there, I started rummaging through my dad’s things, and that was when I stumbled across his books. I sat for hours on end reading his books with my little torch. My mother may have taken my freedom from me, but those moments I sometimes cherished. It meant I could be alone and have a piece of my father with me. It made me want to be just like him. I already knew what I wanted to be once I left school, and I owed it all to my dad.


    As I sat there with my torch, a sound outside made me jump. I quickly flicked the switch and scrambled to hide the torch under the floorboard. Once I had secured it inside, the door flew open and my mother emerged with an enraged face.


    She rushed forward. “Ayden, what have I told you about leaving the attic without my permission?”


    I cowered in the corner. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’ve been here all along.”


    She reached forward, grabbing my hair again. I yelped as she yanked at it. “Don’t you fucking lie to me. I heard you walking around the house.”


    I shook my head. “I swear—I’ve been up here all this time.”


    “Liar!” she roared, as her hand connected with my face.


    


    I woke to the sound of giggling. At first, I thought I was dreaming still, but then I heard a woman’s voice. “Hunter, don’t you want to cook my breakfast first?”


    “The only breakfast I want is you.”


    My eyes flew open at the same time my stomach rolled. I jumped off the bed and rushed to the toilet just in time for my stomach to empty its contents. Considering I hadn’t eaten that much there wasn’t really a lot to get rid of.


    I was in the middle of wiping my mouth and shaking my head from the dream when the door flew open. “What the fuck? AJ?”


    Hunter stood in the doorway, a mixture of fury and intrigue displayed on his face. Then, he saw my arm. “AJ, what the fuck is going on?”


    I ignored him, found some mouthwash and took a swig. When I was finished, I spat and quickly pushed past him out the door.


    “AJ, talk to me!”


    I spun around to face him. “Don’t worry about me, Hunter, just get back to your breakfast.”


    I inwardly cringed because I had snapped and hadn’t meant to.


    Hunter moved closer. “AJ, you fucking ignored me. You wouldn’t answer my calls or text messages. What was I supposed to think?”


    I crossed my arms, which was difficult considering one was out of action. Not only that, but it hurt like hell. “Erm... I don’t know—maybe the same thing you thought when you were fucking some other tart in your room last night. Or maybe she’s the same one?” I shook my head. “Nah, that can’t be right because you wouldn’t dip your stick twice in the same girl in two days, would you?”


    Hunter looked confused. “What the fuck are you talking about?”


    I sighed, getting more and more pissed off. “Last night after Robert forcibly stuck his tongue down my throat, I went in search of you because I thought you would be close. When I went upstairs, I heard a woman in your room—” Shit, I couldn’t even say it.


    Hunter thought for a moment and shook his head. “That’s what all this is about?”


    I gasped. “Isn’t that enough? Hunter, you invite me to your room and then minutes later you fuck someone else in there. Really, do you think I’m that stupid?”


    Hunter came closer and grabbed my arm. “Did that fucker do this to you?”


    I pulled it away. “No. Anyway, we’re not talking about me. We’re talking about you.”


    Hunter wasn’t having any of it. “Ayden, who the fuck did this to your arm?”


    I rolled my eyes. “I’m not the one on trial here. You’re the one who can’t seem to keep his dick in his trousers for more than five minutes.”


    Hunter closed the gap between us. “Ayden, I won’t ask again. If you don’t tell me who did this to you, I will personally go hunting for Robert and then for that fucking sick uncle of yours and teach them a lesson they will never forget. Do I make myself clear?” I gasped again at the audacity of this man. “AJ.”


    I sighed. “I did it. Okay?! Are you happy now? I sliced my arm trying to cut into a melon, and I needed eighteen stitches. Your dad took me to the hospital, but I didn’t want him telling anyone.”


    Hunter’s face was stunned. “You told my dad not to say anything just because you wanted to get back at me for something you thought you heard?”


    That wasn’t the case, but I wasn’t going to argue with him about it. “I know what I heard.”


    Hunter gripped his hands in his hair and then he gave me a death stare. “Ayden, do you realise how fucking out of my mind I was last night when I couldn’t find you? I thought maybe Robert had done something to you or taken you—that something bad happened because I thought, deep down, that you would never leave me in the dark like that.”


    Shit, I felt bad. Although he was an arsehole, he had a point. “I didn’t mean for—”


    “No, you didn’t mean for anything, did you, Ayden? All you can think about is yourself. I thought you were a better person than that. I thought you were smarter and a lot more mature.” He looked away, disappointed. “I guess I was wrong.”


    He turned away from me, and I was about to ask how could he judge me when he was fucking another girl, but then he interrupted me. “Last night, I was looking for you. I couldn’t find you anywhere, so I panicked, thinking Robert had led you upstairs. When I couldn’t find either of you in your room, I went searching in mine just in case you were waiting for me. You weren’t, but someone else was. She said she wanted me to fuck her, but I pushed her away and told her it wasn’t happening. I then went to search for you again, but I couldn’t find you anywhere.” He sighed, his back still facing me.


    Shit. I really had fucked up.


    “Hunter, I’m sorry.”


    I saw his shoulders rise and fall. “It’s too late for that now. I’m done with your games. See you around, sis.”


    He walked out the door leaving me rooted to the spot in shock. Shit. What had I done? Maybe if he knew the circumstances, he wouldn’t have been so hard on me, but he was right about one thing. I did shut him out because I was pissed at him. I had felt, in a sense, that he had betrayed me.


    What an idiot I was.


    In no time at all, I heard his door slam and then more giggling. I had to get out of there. There was no way I was going to stick around and hear the freak show next to me.


    I gathered myself together, grabbed my bag, and headed for the lift without looking back. I switched my phone on, and several messages and texts messages came through—all from Hunter. What must he have thought of me?


    I took the lift to the ground floor and asked the security man if he wouldn’t mind calling a cab for me. As I waited, I typed a message on my phone.


    I’m sorry, Hunter. I never meant to shut you out. I hope in time you can forgive me.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Thirteen


    


    Hunter


    


    Fuck that shit. Why is that girl getting under my skin all the time? If I don’t want to throttle her, I want to hug her instead.


    What the hell was that?


    I had been frantic last night wondering where the hell she was. I went looking for her and instead found my father’s secretary, Casey, waiting for me on my bed as naked as the day she was born. Any other time, I would have fucked her. She had an amazing body, and she knew it. She certainly wasn’t shy about covering herself up either. She wanted me to see what she was offering. I knew she wanted me. The amount of times she had flirted with me every time I was at the office was unreal, but I never went there out of courtesy for my dad. Plus, I was going to be working there shortly, and there was no way in hell I would mix business with pleasure.


    All I could do at first was stare in shock, but then she pinned me up against the wall and asked me to fuck her. I was used to that shit, but not like this. I was too busy worrying my stupid sick head over that girl. That woman. The one I couldn’t seem to shake no matter how hard I tried.


    It was her feistiness that drew me to her in the beginning. That was hook number one. She knew what she wanted and was determined to get it. It made my dick strain. Most women were too eager to please me. They were so eager that, in a sense, it was off-putting. Not AJ, though. When I first met her, she was a no-holds-barred, take-me-as-you-see-me-or-fuck-off kind of girl. I liked it. I liked it a lot. Then, she told me she wanted to forget... Shit! I got even harder. This woman seemed to bare her soul to me all within a space of ten minutes. Fuck— I was hooked from the beginning. I knew without even touching her that she was going to be explosive in bed, and I certainly wasn’t disappointed. That comprised hook numbers two and three.


    But then what did she go and do? The one thing that had all of those hooks ready to get me line and sinker? She left me the next morning. She. Left. Me! It both pissed me off and made me hornier for her than I had ever felt in my life. For two weeks, I moped about with a constant hard-on because all I could think about was finding this girl and making her pay for leaving me. No one leaves Hunter Davenport. No one.


    Then, two weeks later, I saw her. At first, I was shocked, but then the raging fucking snake in my pants got angry. It wanted her no matter what the fucking cost. She was soon to be my sister, yet that fact just made me even harder. Was that sick? She was a forbidden fruit that I had to taste again. Just once more.

    I only need to have her once more. Then, I will finally be able to get her out of my fucking head.


    And that thought was what I clung to. I was still determined to get my one day. Once she gave in and let me have her, I was sure I would be able to move on and forget about her. I just needed to have my say. I knew it was damn right fucking childish, but I needed to have the last word. I needed to be the one to leave, not the other way around.


    And that was what led to last night. Last night when I got so angry with her that I did something I wouldn’t normally have done. I picked up the phone and called Justine. I had only had Justine once, and I wasn’t going to repeat. The only agreement I had was with Samantha, and I was starting to regret that arrangement as well. She was getting too clingy, and I hated clingy women. I was planning on ending it on Monday. I was going to text her tomorrow and ask her to meet me after study period on Monday. I was going to take her for a coffee—somewhere public, so she wouldn’t expect sex—and then let her down gently. I was hoping she would be okay about it. She knew I didn’t do relationships, so it shouldn’t be a surprise.


    But then I got into my apartment and heard the sound of someone being sick. At first, I thought it was Angelica, our cleaner, but then I opened the door to find AJ, cheeks flushed, eyes blotchy from crying hunched over the toilet as she was wiping her mouth. I saw her arm and wanted to kill someone. I immediately thought Robert had something to do with it. He was the reason I thought she fucked off last night and didn’t return.


    At once, all my anger at her was gone, and I only wanted to comfort AJ. She looked so lost, so vulnerable, and so fucking beautiful that my instincts screamed to protect her. I needed to shield her from the monsters. They just seemed to flock around her. Men both good and bad wanted her. She couldn’t help it, though. She couldn’t help how beautiful she was. All her spirit and vulnerability seemed to call out to the male population—whether AJ wanted it to or not.


    But then she told me that she had this “accident” and was too angry with me about an incident that never took place because she was too pig-headed to ask the questions. Fuck, that got me even angrier. She made me worry sick over her when all the time she was pissed at me for something I never did. I may as well have fucked that woman now with all the shit I had gotten from it.


    So, I blew. I told her how petty-minded she was, and she was, but the whole time I was shouting, I still couldn’t help worrying about her. And that carried on even after I left her standing in my father’s room. My father who had aided her last night and never told me a fucking thing.


    So, I went to my room and slammed the fucking door. I was determined to try and fuck this girl to get AJ out of my head. I went to Justine, and when she started kissing me, all I could think about was AJ. She was fucking with my head and was making me even angrier towards her. I started thinking again about last night and what happened with her and my father. The more I thought about her, the more pissed off and worried I became.


    When Justine tried to pull my zipper down, I grabbed her wrist. “Justine, stop. This was a bad fucking idea.” I pushed her off me and she pouted. “Get dressed. I’ll take you home.”


    “But you rang me,” she objected, confusion marring her face.


    “I know I did, but it was a mistake. I have a crisis at home, and I need to call my dad.”


    “Was it something to do with who was next door?”


    I nodded. “Yes, and I need to sort it out.”


    Justine put her skirt back on over her hips. “Will you call me when you’re done?”


    I knew I probably wouldn’t, but I also didn’t want to put a never on it. “I don’t know, Justine. I don’t normally sleep with girls twice in a row. It’s just my thing. I like my space.”


    She came up to me and placed a hand on my shoulder. “Okay, babes. Whatever you say. Hopefully you can sort out whatever you need to and then call me back, but if not, I’ll understand.”


    Now I knew I wasn’t going to call her back. Already she was faking being concerned for me when I knew all she was after was a fuck and my money. Like they all were. Never going to happen.


    “Are you ready?” She nodded her head. “I’ll take you home.”


    


    *****


    


    Once I dropped Justine off, I gave my father a call on the hands free. He picked up after two rings. “Hunter, is everything okay, Son?”


    I gritted my teeth. “No, everything is not okay, Dad. Guess where I’ve just been and who I found there?”


    My father sighed. “You went to the penthouse. I probably should have warned you, but I didn’t think you would be entertaining a guest there so early on a Saturday morning.”


    “Why didn’t you tell me?”


    “Because she didn’t want anyone to know, but I tell you one thing, Son, she’s hiding something. I don’t know what it is, but she’s definitely hiding something that’s going on. She was distraught last night. I kept asking her what was wrong and she said it was nothing. In the end, I knew she didn’t want to tell me.” He sighed again. “Did you know I caught Robert forcing himself on her last night?”


    I gripped the steering wheel tightly. That fucking chump. I was going to kill him. “She mentioned something, but she never told me it was that bad.”


    “Well, that’s the thing. Ayden keeps hiding how bad things are. She even tried to go to the hospital by herself last night. She was hiding her arm from me.”


    “Fuck,” I shouted, banging my hand against the steering wheel. Why the fuck was she doing this? “I’m sorry, Dad. I didn’t know.” Now I felt like a complete shit for shouting at her. She was injured and probably in pain, and the last thing she needed was me kicking her when she was already down.


    “It’s not your fault. I think Ayden is obviously going through something. I don’t know what, but as her family, we need to be there to support her. When’s she’s ready to talk, we can be there for her. Kat doesn’t know about her arm, but I did ask her if Ayden was okay. She just seemed to think she’s going through a teenage phase and that we should just leave her alone to get on with it. I just don’t know.” He sighed heavily again.


    That shocked me. “She didn’t want her own mother to know she had been hurt?”


    “No, but I put that down to the fact she doesn’t want to cause a fuss. She knew we were going away today, so I just assumed she was trying to hide it so Kat wouldn’t worry.”


    Now I felt like an even bigger dick. Maybe she wasn’t just hiding because of me. But, at the end of the day, she should have returned my calls no matter how angry she was with me. She should have told me where she was. I could have helped her.


    “She’s being a fucking martyr.”


    “I know she is, but I think she needs a watchful eye on her. Did you know her uncle wants to stay in the house? He dropped hints about it. Kat was ready to agree, but I told her that I had a surprise for her and that he couldn’t stay.”


    “No way in hell is that pervert staying in our house.”


    Dad sighed again. “You saw it, too?”


    “Yes, unfortunately. He wouldn’t leave her alone.”


    “That’s why I’m going to have some decorators come around to decorate the spare two bedrooms. They should be coming around today at one to have a look, so expect them, okay?” I answered, “Okay,” and then he sighed yet again. “I think in the meantime we need to keep a closer eye on Ayden. I’m planning on picking her up from college on Monday. She won’t expect me, but I think I need to do it. I worry about that Robert, too. It seems she’s going through a lot at the moment.”


    My dad mentioning Robert again made my blood boil. “I can pick her up, Dad.”


    “No, it’s fine. My last appointment is at two-thirty and nothing again until four. That gives me plenty of time to pick her up and take her home.”


    I got to the gates of our house and it couldn’t come any sooner. I needed to make sure she was okay. “If you’re sure, Dad. I don’t mind picking her up.”


    “It’s fine, Son. Thanks for looking out for her.”


    I smiled. “We’re a family now, aren’t we?” I cringed at that statement. If my father knew just how familiar I had been and still wanted to get with his soon-to-be stepdaughter, I think he would have a fit.


    “No sweat.”


    “You sound as though it isn’t. Don’t be getting too close, Hunter. I know what you’re like and how sometimes rules don’t mean shit to you.” He laughed when he said it, but I knew underneath he meant every word.


    “I understand.” I had my fingers crossed again when I said it. I had been doing that a lot lately.


    “I better get going. Kat’s at the hairdressers getting her hair done for our special dinner tonight. She should be back any minute now.”


    “Okay, Dad. Enjoy your break. I’ll see you when you get back on Sunday night.”


    We said our goodbyes and hung up. By then, I was out of the car and making my way inside the house. “AJ?” All was quiet, not a sound could be heard. “AJ?” God, this woman was driving me nuts!


    I still couldn’t hear anything and was about to go upstairs to her room when I heard a thump and then her cursing. I ran to the kitchen and saw her on the floor holding a cloth. She was trying to get up, so I rushed to aide her. She was desperately trying to wipe her eyes. She had been crying and obviously didn’t want me to see. I looked up at the kitchen counter and saw a half-opened can of tuna.


    “What happened?”


    She couldn’t look at me. I knew it was my fault, and I knew she was still mad at me, but I also knew she was humbled after what had happened this morning. The bite of her tongue must be stinging pretty badly by now.


    “I was trying to open that can, but my arm was killing me. Anytime I put any strain on it, it pulls at my stitches. I managed to open half, but then I spilt some onto the floor. I went to wipe it up, but then I slipped on the juices. Now I need a shower.” She sighed in exhaustion.


    I looked at her jeans and could see a little wet patch. Fuck, even her arse wet with tuna juice got my dick reacting. All morning... nothing. Yet, just seeing AJ with her arse all soggy had me panting. What the fuck was wrong with me?


    “I’ll run you a bath.”


    For the first time, she looked at me, a spark in her eyes. “I’m not a child, Hunter. I may behave like one, as you so eloquently put it, but I can get a wash by myself.”


    I smiled. “You can’t get that wet.” I pointed to her arm, and I saw something in her eyes. It was a deep sadness. I could tell she was trying to hide it, but her eyes left no room for lies.


    “I can run my own bath. I just needed to eat something. I haven’t eaten since yesterday around lunchtime.”


    Fuck me! She was driving me up the wall. Why wouldn’t she take care of herself? “You say you don’t need babying, but that right there tells me you need looking after like a baby. Eating is a necessity, AJ, and if you can’t do it yourself, then I’ll be damned if I let myself see you starve to death.”


    She suddenly looked angry. “What do you care? What, you need something to do to fill the time between fucking skanks?”


    Why did my dick react every time she got jealous? I hated it when women got jealous. “You know, for a strong-minded, feisty woman, you can behave like a pig-headed, immature child at times.”


    AJ threw the cloth on the counter. “You want to see pig-headed and immature? Fine!” She poked her tongue out at me and pushed me out of the way to rush for the stairs.


    Shit, I didn’t know whether I wanted to throttle the girl or sink my cock in her. I knew I shouldn’t follow her, but my feet just couldn’t seem to help themselves.


    “Piss off, Hunter. I don’t want to see you for the rest of the weekend.”


    I started laughing as I took each step a few feet behind her. “My face will be so up in you, sweetheart, that you’ll be practically riding it.”


    She looked at me like she just found shit on her shoes. “Ugh! You’re so disgusting.”


    I smiled. “There’s plenty more where that came from, sweetheart.”


    She got to the top of the stairs and turned to face me. “Why can’t you just leave me alone?”


    Because I have to have you.


    “Because I’m still owed my one day, AJ. I told you I wasn’t going to give up.”


    She fisted her hands, but winced when her left arm obviously hurt her. “You’re still going on about that? That ship has sailed, Hunter. No more. I’m certainly not going to be another skank to help you add yet another notch to your bedpost.” She carried on walking to her room, and I carried on up the stairs.


    “We’ll see about that.”


    She got to her door and turned the handle. “Never in a million years.” She opened the door and was about to get in when I shouted, “Nice arse.”


    “Fuck you.” She slammed the door.


    “Oh, you will soon.”


    I heard nothing further from her after that, but I was smiling from ear to ear, and my dick was pulsating for a release. I think that was the best foreplay I had ever had. Just seeing AJ alone was foreplay, but when she answered back like that? Shit!


    I was still standing outside her door when I heard the bath water running. Knowing she was going to be completely naked soon had me climbing the walls. I needed to act fast. Either I was going to break the door down and take her, or I was going to have to relieve things myself. I would rather the first, but after what happened to her last night, I didn’t think she would appreciate it somehow.


    So, I found myself walking to my room, shutting the door and turning the shower on in my bathroom. I quickly got undressed and tested the water before climbing in. My dick looked angry. Angrier than I’ve ever seen it. I had been sporting the biggest case of blue balls ever since I had walked into AJ’s house that first day. Just thinking about her gorgeous mouth wrapped around my dick had me milking it like a hungry fucking bastard.


    As I placed one hand on the wall, I pictured her naked as I stroked under my balls. With my eyes closed, I pulled my foreskin back again and hissed. Fuck, this felt good.


    I went to work, all the while getting off on the fact that she was right next door to me. So close that if I bashed this wall down, I would get to see her naked in the bath.


    This thought made me go faster. I pictured her eyes as they stared at me with desire and just a small hint of vulnerability. That got my brain working overtime. I imagined her rolling her tongue over my shaft and trailing it up towards the tip. I pictured myself bending her over in this shower and fucking her tight, wet pussy.


    I moaned. In an instant, I could feel it. I could feel the build-up in my pelvic area demanding for me to thrust harder. I didn’t disappoint. I moaned again, pumping harder and faster, knowing that I was going to come any minute. I was ready to detonate. I pictured Ayden coming on my dick, and that was enough for me to explode, moaning out loud and banging the bathroom wall. I swear I heard her moan aloud, too.


    I froze. Shit, did she hear me? And if she did, was she playing with herself, too?


    


    


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Fourteen


    


    


    I was in the bath, but could swear I heard Hunter moan a moment ago. Was he seriously jacking off in the shower?


    I was pissed at him again, but that thought quickly turned to need as I trailed my fingers across my erect nipples and down towards my clit. It was hard and ready as I flicked my finger over it. I moaned, trying to keep myself steady and my arm out of the water. It was difficult, but I was damned if I was going to miss this after I had just started.


    All I could hear was the sound of the shower next door, but like a pervert, I was desperately trying to listen to any sounds that gave him away. I heard a slight murmur and knew he was pleasuring himself. It made me moan just thinking about it. I could picture him now in the bathroom working his dick back and forth. I could see his muscles flexing and his jaw tightening as he worked himself. I pictured myself in the shower with him. I could see it then—see him pushing me up against the shower wall and fucking me senseless. I could feel the cold wall on my back as it grazed me when he moved. I could feel his dick pumping in and out of me as fast as he could so we could find our release.


    I was so close. I could feel it building. I could feel the heat rush to my cheeks and the tingles through my body as it searched for its release. I was going to blow and it was going to be fucking awesome.


    In my mind, Hunter was kissing and biting the side of my neck. After that, he would pull out of me and tell me to bend down. He would carry on pleasuring himself until he turned me around and came all over my breasts, jerking and cursing as he poured himself all over me.


    I heard the sound of Hunter cursing out and banging my bathroom wall. That was all it took for me to blow. Knowing he was next door, coming in his shower, was all it took to set me off. I slowed the rhythm down with my fingers, and slowly, but surely, my body’s spasms subsided. I wasn’t sure if he had heard me or not, but judging by these thin walls, it wouldn’t surprise me if he had. Should I care? Yes, but somehow I didn’t. The thought that Hunter was possibly jerking off to the thought of me brought a smile to my face. At that moment, I should have been anything but happy. I just couldn’t help myself. Hunter was my best and worst medicine rolled into one. I knew I would eventually give Hunter his one day. I just worried for my heart when I did.


    I knew I shouldn’t do it, but any strength I had seemed to fly out the door whenever he came near. To make matters worse, he was a definite no-go, considering we were supposed to be family soon. I shouldn’t have these feelings for my stepbrother. Yet, they were there, and I had to either deal with them or run away. Running away seemed pretty tempting. Where the hell would I go? My mum kept a tight ship as far as I was concerned. I couldn’t get money unless she gave me some, and whenever I had tried to get a job, she found out and put a stop to it. She didn’t want me to have my independence. She had thrived too long on my need for her, my dependence on her, and the great power she wielded as a result. For my whole life, I’ve had to just sit and take it. Well, I was done taking her shit. I was starting to think living on the streets would be a far better solution to all of my problems. The only thing that stopped me was that I wanted to better myself. I wanted to get my degree in Criminology, and I wanted to eventually write a book like my father. I had dreams, but my mother seemed intent upon shattering them.


    I heard Hunter switching the shower off and that put a stop to my musings. I needed to get out of the bath. The water was getting too cold anyway. I let the water go and tried hoisting myself up with one arm. It was a little tricky, but I made it by being careful.


    With a towel wrapped around me, I walked into my bedroom when I heard music starting up in Hunter’s room. He was playing “Iris” by the Goo Goo Dolls. It was a song that was ultimately about making a choice—a choice to be with someone even though that choice meant giving up something of one’s self. I didn’t know if Hunter saw any significance in that. I doubted it. He probably just liked the song. I knew I did.


    I was almost dressed in a floral maxi dress when the song finished and another one came on. This time it was “Thong Song” by Sisqo. I had to laugh. What a contrast from the last song.


    As it played on, I couldn’t help myself. I started gyrating my hips and jumping around the room. The next minute, I was bent over in front of the mirror and I had started shaking my arse. Sisqo was telling me to move my butt, and boy was I.


    That song quickly ended and “Hot in Herre” by Nelly came on soon after. I carried on my hip gyrating and lost myself for a good five minutes. I started to enjoy myself. I thought that after the previous night, I needed a bit of dance therapy.


    Afterwards “Promiscuous” came on by Nelly Furtado and Timberland. I knew why he was playing it, but I still couldn’t stop my hips from swaying. “Get Ur Freak On” by Missy Elliot came on straight after, and I was in the middle of this spinning-my-arse-around while doing a hand-up-in-the-air thing when, upon spinning, I caught Hunter at the door smiling at me.


    Oh fuck. Totally got caught.


    “Please don’t stop on my account.”


    I straightened myself up and decided to be on the defensive. “Don’t you ever knock?”


    “I just wanted to make sure you were okay. You know ... just in case you needed some help getting out of the bath. Or better still ... ” He trailed his eyes over my body and licked his lips. “Something else.”


    I rolled my eyes. “I see we’re back to being Mr. Hyde again.”


    He stepped forward. “I can be a lot of things, AJ, but I can guarantee you’ll love the fuck out of all of them.”


    I could have laughed, but the fact was that he was coming into my own personal space, and I was loving it too much. He was taking over. See what I meant about my strength? It flew straight past him the moment he barged through my door and opened his big, fat, gorgeous mouth.


    “I didn’t invite you in. You need to leave.”


    Please leave. Please leave. Please leave.


    “Do you need to be alone when you’re dancing?” Just as he asked that, “Nice and Slow” by Usher came on. Hunter’s eyebrow raised. “This is my own personal favourite. Fancy a dance?” I violently shook my head. “Oh, come on, AJ. I know you like dancing. Why not dance with me?”


    Before I could say no, Hunter grabbed me, spun me around and pulled me to his chest. He swayed with me before inhaling sharply. “Hmm, you smell good, AJ. Did you enjoy your bath?” He smiled knowingly.


    “I think I enjoyed my bath as much as you enjoyed your shower,” I answered challengingly.


    Hunter leaned into my ear. “Did you think of me? I know I was thinking of you.” He nibbled my earlobe, making me tremble.


    I didn’t think things could get worse. It was bad enough having Usher’s song seducing me, but coupled with Hunter being near and the feel of his growing erection pushing into me. It was all I could take.


    “Please don’t,” I whimpered. It was no use. He had me and he knew it.


    Hunter pulled his head back to look at me. “You know I’ll never hurt you, right?”


    I knew what he meant. “Hurt” could mean a lot of things, but the way he meant it was physical. Hunter would hurt me in every other way. I knew that to be true, but I nodded my head so he knew I understood what he meant.


    Hunter suddenly pushed me away and spun me around again. I laughed and caught Hunter smiling again as I came back around. “Don’t worry. I won’t make you do anything you’re not ready for. When you’re ready, I’ll know.” He placed his finger under my chin. He gently stroked the bottom of my lip. “Okay, sweetheart?”


    My smile vanished and was replaced by a dire need to have him. Hunter mistook my persistence as resistance to his charms—as a game of cat and mouse. Yes, I suppose it was a little, but it was turning into more of a shield of protection. A protection for my mind and, eventually, my heart.


    But, I had found myself in this uncanny situation where all rational thought went right out the window the moment he told me he wouldn’t make me do whatever I didn’t want to. As if I didn’t want to!


    So, without thought, I looked at his lips and licked my own. Hunter saw this and moved his head down slowly towards my lips. My heart was racing, and my pulse was throbbing, as he neared my mouth. I licked my lips again in sweet, tortured anticipation. I knew once they touched mine, I would be lost. Hunter would take me here on my bed, and, of course, I would let him. It was almost a certainty.


    Hunter pulled me closer, and I could feel how hard he was for me. I moaned, causing Hunter to growl a little. Our noses touched, and our lips were about to brush when the sound of a phone rang in the air.


    At first, Hunter stood still. “Ignore it.”


    I couldn’t, though. I hated phones because, no matter what, I could never ignore their incessant ringing. “It could be something important.”


    Hunter tightened his grip on me as he breathed into my mouth. “I don’t care.”


    I pushed at him... the moment truly lost. “Hunter.”


    He sighed and let me go. He looked pissed, but pulled the phone out. When he saw whoever was ringing, he sighed his displeasure. “Justine, I thought I made myself clear earlier.”


    Oh shit, the girl he was fucking earlier. Had I completely managed to forget about that? All thoughts of Hunter and I skipping the night fandango were well and truly lost the moment his phone started ringing. Hunter knew this when he saw the expression on my face. Instead of being apologetic about it, he gave me a somewhat hard stare and stomped out of my bedroom saying, “It was a one-time thing, Justine. No repeats.”


    I slammed my door and slumped on my bed. What an idiot I was. Why could I never see through him? One time and no repeats. Then why was he constantly chasing me for a repeat? Oh yeah, I forgot; I was the one who had had the last say. Shit, I was so naïve at times. I kept falling for his spell—only to be knocked against a brick wall again. No more. I was determined this time. Determined to keep out of his way. As long as I did that, then maybe, just maybe, he would stay out of mine.


    I could only hope.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Fifteen


    


    


    Monday morning rolled around, and it couldn’t have come soon enough. Hunter kept walking around like fucking sex on a stick with his slicked back hair, piercing green eyes, and abs I wanted to lick. I hated him. I hated what he was, and I hated that I wanted him so much despite everything.


    For some reason, soon after Hunter’s elusive phone call, which thankfully interrupted us, some decorators knocked on our door. Apparently, Mason was doing the guest rooms up as a surprise for Mum. I was unsure why, but we had strict instructions to lock the doors when they came back. So, we did.


    I was actually glad they came because it meant that Hunter stayed out of my way as I stayed out of his. On Saturday night, I went out with Mandy. I actually got grief from Hunter about it, but I went anyway. I called a cab to come pick me up and arranged for the same cab to come and collect me at midnight. That was my compromise because I would have never heard the end of it from Hunter otherwise. Why he cared so much, I had no idea.


    I managed to sneak in without seeing Hunter again, and, when Sunday morning came, the decorators were at the house by the time I got up. Again, I was grateful for that. I wasn’t sure if Hunter was in when I got home, but I sure as hell wasn’t going to find out.


    Mason offered me a lift to college the next morning as he said he was going that way anyway, so of course, I said yes. The drive with him was a little awkward, but it went by quickly enough. I didn’t much like travelling on the buses anyway. I had a lecture this morning and then a class in the afternoon. I was going to meet Mandy and Christian in-between. It was about time I spent some time with my friends.


    The lecture, although long, was very informative. The professor in attendance was lecturing about the differences between criminal and terrorist behaviour. Of course, nine-eleven was mentioned and so were the bombings in London on the seventh of July. It was always interesting to see how the mind worked. Normally, criminals did their level best to hide their crimes, but terrorists wanted the glory; they wanted to have their crimes recognised by the public. The killing of a soldier on the London streets was a prime example.


    With the lecture finished, I started packing my bags when a guy I recognised and said hi to on occasion, came up to me. “Ayden, hi.” I was quite surprised by that as he normally kept his distance. He was cute with dark blond hair, soft brown eyes, and dimples on his cheeks that appeared when he smiled. He was also very tall, athletically built, and sported a tattoo of a sword on his upper right arm. His clothing consisted of jeans with a white T-shirt, and the jeans were riding well on his hips. I had always liked ogling him, but I would never make the first move. If he ever wanted to, then that was his call, but I certainly wasn’t going to be the first.


    “Hi, Trey. How are you?”


    He shuffled a little, looking out of sorts. “Great lecture, huh?”


    I nodded in agreement as I closed my bag. “Yeah, it was good.”


    He motioned to the door. “Are you going somewhere now? I could take you for a coffee—if you want?”


    I smiled. “I would really like to, but I’ve already got a date with two of my friends. Sorry.”


    He looked disappointed and way too cute to turn down. “I’m free after class later though, if you want to go somewhere?”


    He suddenly beamed. “I would like that... very much.”


    I nodded. “Great then. I’ll see you soon.” Trey nodded and watched as I walked past him. “I’ll look forward to it.”


    I smiled. “Me too.”


    As I walked toward the door, I briefly turned around and saw him pull his arm back in a yes gesture. It was so cute, I had to giggle.


    As I walked out the door, I turned my phone on. It immediately pinged with a text message. I had been getting a lot of those from Hunter lately.


    Fuck Face: Play with yourself while thinking of me in your lecture today?


    Me: Wouldn’t you like to know!


    Fuck Face: Yes.


    Me: Well, I’m not going to tell you anything I did or didn’t do in my lecture today! :P


    Fuck Face: Spoilsport.


    Me: Don’t you have anything better to do?


    Fuck Face: No. I would rather be doing you.


    Me: Can you imagine how this would look if my mum or your dad saw these text messages?


    Fuck Face: Delete them. Simples. :-)


    Me: Maybe I want to keep them as evidence.


    Fuck Face: You wouldn’t.


    Me: I think I would.


    Fuck Face: Okay then. I, otherwise known as “Fuck Face,” will only make my text messages in jest. I do not mean any harm by them, nor am I the monster that thee, AJ, portrays me to be.


    I gasped, wondering how he knew I called him “Fuck Face,” but I couldn’t keep the stupid smile off my face.


    Me: How do you know about “Fuck Face?”


    Fuck Face: I know everything. You really shouldn’t leave your phone lying around while you play with yourself in the shower.


    Me: You’re disgusting.


    Fuck Face: I can get more disgusting, but as I said in the previous text message, I don’t mean any harm by it.


    Me: So, now you’re spying on me? That’s kind of stalkerish, you know.


    Fuck Face: “Stalkerish” isn’t a word.


    Me: It is in my vocabulary. So is muppet... or my personal favourite, wanker!


    Fuck Face: My feelings are crushed.


    Me: Go get Justine to make you feel better.


    I couldn’t help the snide remark. He didn’t offer any information, so really he deserved it. That’s what I kept telling myself anyway.


    For a while, I didn’t get an answer back. I thought maybe he was pissed with me, but just before I got to the coffee house, my phone pinged.


    Fuck Face: There is no Justine. Only once—and that was over two months ago.


    I stared at my phone. Was he really telling me the truth or just bullshitting me? I could never tell with Hunter anymore. He was so Jekyll and Hyde; it was unreal. Despite this, I couldn’t help the little flurry of butterflies in my stomach at the thought that he didn’t actually sleep with Justine on Saturday morning. Come to think of it, he only got back about an hour after me. That wasn’t really enough time to do his business, take her home and get back home himself. I knew men could be quick, but I also remembered Hunter taking his sweet time with me. He certainly knew how to work me up good and proper.


    Shit, now I was horny and about to meet two of my best friends for coffee. If I could turn coffee into Cosmopolitans, I think I would be set.


    Fat chance!


    “Aydeeeen,” Christian squealed. He was off his chair and rushing towards me as quick as lightening. Mandy was there rolling her eyes.


    “Hey, Christian.”


    He started flapping his hands about. “You have to go to Flora’s! They totally have a shoe sale going on. Fifty percent off.” He ended that note with a clapping session.


    I looked at Mandy and mouthed the word totally?


    Mandy rolled her eyes again. “He’s been on the sugar.”


    “Oh,” I answered. I knew this about Christian. Once he has something sugary, he goes from butch to total squealing teenage girl within six-point-two seconds.


    “And you have to check out the skirts they have in there, Ayden. With legs like yours, it would be a sin not to get one.”


    I smiled at Christian. “A sin, ha?” I pointed to the table. “Am I allowed to have coffee first?”


    Christian looked at the table and back at me. He looked so childlike. “Sure, hon. I’ll go get you one.” Christian raced off leaving Mandy and I together.


    As I sat down, Mandy noticed my arm. She pointed to it with a frown. “What happened?”


    I looked away, biting my lip. “It’s nothing.”


    Unfortunately, Mandy knew me too well. “Ayden, don’t fucking play dumb with me. This is your best friend talking.”


    I sighed. I didn’t want to say anything, but Mandy and Christian were the only friends I had who knew about my situation.


    I took a deep breath—ready to tell Mandy. “You know we had that shindig for my mum and Mason’s engagement party?” She nodded. “Pete was there.”


    Mandy sucked in a breath. “Go on.”


    “That was just a small part of the story.” I looked down for a moment, feeling embarrassed by everything that had happened. “A little while later, Robert turned up... ”


    “What the fuck was he doing there?”


    “What the fuck was who doing where?” Christian sat down with my coffee. “Black, no sugar, babes.”


    I nodded with a smile. “Thank you.” I then got Christian up to date on my story.


    “My mum invited him.”


    Mandy reared back. “Noooo??”


    I nodded. “Oh, yes.”


    “To make a long story short, Robert tried forcing a kiss on me, but got caught by Mason. Mason told him to fuck off, but not before my mum saw the whole thing. She got mad at me, and, well… ” I said, pointing to my arm, “this happened.”


    Christian grabbed my arm and looked at the bandage. “What did she do to you, Ayden?”


    I sighed and closed my eyes. I didn’t know why it was so difficult to tell them this. Maybe it was because this was so fucked up... even for Mum.


    “She sliced my arm with a knife. I needed eighteen stitches.”


    Christian hissed and placed his hand over his mouth. Mandy just sat there, trying to blink back obvious tears.


    Finally, after a while of silence, Christian spoke. “We have to get you out of there, Ayden. I’ve been thinking about moving into a bigger apartment. Maybe we can share. What do you say?”


    I smiled, thinking that would be great. “I would like that. Don’t worry too much. In just over five weeks time, my mum and Mason will be married, and then they will go away for their honeymoon.”


    Christian nodded. “Okay. That’s perfect. The lease on my place runs out in two months time. We’ll look for something together a couple of weeks before the lease is up. You’re better out of there, sweets.”


    I nodded. “I know.”


    Mandy still looked dumbfounded. “Don’t Mason or Hunter have a clue about what the hell’s going on under their own roof?”


    I was about to answer when Christian cut me to the chase. “Do you think they would still be living there if they did?”


    Mandy shrugged. “I guess not. I just don’t like it, that’s all. Mason should know what kind of woman he’s marrying.”


    I inhaled sharply. “Don’t you think I know that?!”


    Christian grabbed my hand and patted it. Mandy looked regretful as she leant forward in her chair. “I’m not blaming you in all this, Ayden. You shouldn’t be having to fucking go through this in the first place. That bitch is getting on my last nerve.”


    Christian’s posture picked up. “Mine, too.”


    Mandy looked deep in thought. “Do you know if your mum and Mason have done a pre-nup?”


    I shrugged. “I’m unsure. Why?”


    “I’m just thinking about how bitchy your mum can get. I would think it best that Mason have one... just in case.”


    I hadn’t thought about that. Thanks to my father, my mum had plenty of money, but I couldn’t count on how far she would take things if Mason pissed her off about something.


    “I’ll have to ask.”


    Christian squeezed my hand. “Try not to make it look too obvious when you do.”


    I took a sip of my coffee and placed it down. “I’ll try.”


    My phone pinged again, and I pulled it out.


    Fuck Face: Did my last text surprise you? I’m not as bad as you make me out to be.


    I smiled and replied back.


    Me: No, you do that all by yourself, lol.


    Fuck Face: You are so going to get it, and you don’t even know it.


    Me: Quoting film lines now, are we? I’m sure something similar was said in The Wedding Singer. You have a thing about the nineties.


    Fuck Face: The nineties were the best, that’s why. :-)


    “Who’s the guy that’s plastered that big ol’ doozy of a smile you got on your face?”


    I jumped at the sound of Christian’s voice. When I realised I had been caught, I bit my lip. “Sorry, that was rude of me. It’s only Hunter.”


    Both Christian and Mandy looked at each other. It wasn’t any old look though. That look told me everything. “What’s that look for?”


    Christian smiled. “Are you bumping uglies with your stepbrother?”


    I looked around and leant forward. “He’s not my stepbrother. Not yet, anyway.” God, that sounded bad.


    “Okay, let me rephrase it for you. Are you bumping uglies with Mr. Orgasmic? If you are, then it’s about to get real complicated once your mum and his dad get married.”


    “Don’t you think I know that?”


    Mandy leaned forward. “So, you are bumping uglies with him?”


    I shook my head. “No, I am not.” I sighed. “We’ve come close a couple of times, but things kept getting in the way. It’s good, though. Things could get too complicated.”


    Mandy took a brief sip of her coffee. “As in, you could get too close?”


    I cringed inside knowing I had already let myself get that far. Despite the fact I knew he was a player, I still couldn’t help thinking about him twenty-four-seven. It was ridiculous.


    “Yes. No. I don’t know.”


    Christian saw my frown and squeezed my hand. “Well, it’s a good thing you and I will live together, then. We can have our fill of men and in the mornings, we can take notes.”


    I laughed. Christian was making it out as a joke, but I knew he was dead serious. He would ask me how good such and such was in the sack last night. He was perverted that way, and I loved him for it.


    “That sounds good enough to me.” And the way Christian said it sounded so simple. How great it would be to live an uncomplicated life with no-strings-attached sex? I never wanted to fall into that trap again after what those two scumbags did to me. It just made me realise after failure number two that relationships weren’t all that they were cracked up to be. I mean, I thought I was in love. I cried afterwards both times. I think it was the betrayal that really hit me the hardest... rather than who was doing the betraying. Sometimes, people let their guards down and learn to trust—only to be let down in the end by the very person they trusted. How shitty is that?!


    “So, do we want to talk some more about Mr. Orgasmic, or are we going to hit the town?”


    I looked up at Christian. “I think I’ve had enough talk about Mr. Orgasmic. Let’s get going.” We all laughed, grabbed our coffees and made our way outside. Once on the street, my phone pinged again.


    Fuck Face: I take your silence to mean that you’re with Mandy and Christian. Talking about me?


    If he really knew, his head would get too big for his own boots.


    Me: Not everything is about you, Hunter. :P


    Fuck Face: It will be when I’m licking that sweet pussy of yours.


    I stopped dead in my tracks. Did he really just say that in a text? I looked again, and sure enough my eyes were not deceiving me.


    Fuck Face: Cat got your tongue, AJ? That’s so unlike you.


    When I didn’t answer, he texted again.


    Fuck Face: Tell me what you’re wearing underneath that pretty dress you put on this morning. I could have bent you right over the sink you were washing those grapes in earlier. Please tell me you’re not wearing any underwear?


    My face went all kinds of shades of red, and Christian and Mandy could see it. “Is he sexting you?” Christian piped. “He’s so sexting you, isn’t he?” He came next to me to peak over my shoulder. “Let me see.”


    I pulled the phone away. “No way, José. Get that filthy mind of yours out of the gutter and onto shoes.”


    Christian gasped. “Oh, the shoes. Fuck, Ayden, they were to die for. If I had the legs, I would totally buy a pair of their six inches.”


    I looked him up and down with a smile. “I thought you liked a bit more than six inches.” I winked at him, and Christian all but fell over in laughter.


    “Oh, sweets, you know me so well.”


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Sixteen


    


    


    Fuck Face: Why won’t you answer the question?


    I was sitting in a cubicle trying on ten different outfits, all of which Christian picked for me. He said the red and blue blouses would bring out the colour of my eyes or some shit. He also picked out two short skirts and a terracotta maxi dress. I was actually in the middle of trying that one on when Hunter texted me again.


    Me: I’m trying on clothes here. Go away.


    Fuck Face: Are you naked right now?


    Me: Kind of.


    Me: Why am I telling you this?


    Fuck Face: Because I’m jacking off, and you want to make me come.


    Me: Jeez, you’re disgusting.


    Fuck Face: You make me disgusting. I could really do with squeezing those plump, juicy tits of yours. Why don’t you touch yourself for me?


    Me: No way.


    My phone immediately rang. “Hunter, will you stop!” I whispered it with as much venom as I could. There were quite a few people trying on clothes near to me, including Mandy and Christian.


    “What are you wearing now?”


    I sighed. “Hunter, I can’t do this now.”


    “AJ.”


    I rolled my eyes. “Fine, I was going to try on this dress, but then you called.”


    “So, what can you see when you look in the mirror?”


    I huffed, but for some reason did as I was told. “I see a bulbous, lard arse with scarecrow hair.”


    Hunter tutted. “Why are you so hard on yourself? Do you not realise how beautiful you are? Look in the mirror. I’ll show you what I see.” For some reason, I stood there and did as I was told. “I see a voluptuous woman with long flowing blonde locks, bright sparkling blue eyes, and long eyelashes that curl up. Can you see it, AJ? Look closely.”


    I did as he asked and sure enough, I did have sparkly blue eyes and eyelashes that curled up. “I see it.”


    “Good, now the nose. It’s a cute button nose, and below it are the most beautiful full, pouty lips, just right for a good—”


    “Hunter.”


    He laughed. “Sorry. Sometimes, I get carried away. I assume you’re in just your bra and knickers?”


    I smiled. “Yes.”


    “Fuck!” I heard a muffling sound and then he was back. “Sorry about that. Where was I? Oh yeah, I was talking about your lips and got sidetracked. Trace a finger from your jaw line to your neck.” I did as instructed. “Do you see the way it meets perfectly? Oh, the amount of times I’ve wanted to reach out and touch you there.”


    God, I was starting to get wet. How did he know so much about me?


    “Are you with me still?”


    “Yes,” I answered, a little too breathlessly.


    “Stay with me, sweetheart. I still have a way to go yet. Now, trace your fingers from the base of your neck to your shoulder. Do you see how perfectly curved it is? Fucking sexy.”


    I moaned. God, I was moaning like a fucking porn star right in the middle of a changing room cubicle.


    “AJ, please. I’m going to bust my load right here if you keep moaning like that.”


    “Where are you?” I found myself asking.


    “I’m in the uni toilets; don’t worry about it. There’s no one here but me.”


    “Hunter, we can’t do this.”


    “AJ, stop talking and do this for me. Please.” I sighed and he knew he had me. “Did you trail your fingers from your neck to your shoulders?”


    “Yes.”


    “Now do you see what I see?”


    “Yes.”


    “Good. Now, with that same hand, move it down towards your breast. What colour bra are you wearing?”


    “White.”


    Hunter moaned. “Okay, now give that good girl a squeeze. You will feel how pert, soft, and also firm it is to the touch. Can you feel it?”


    I didn’t realise just how turned on I could be watching myself touch my body like this. “I can feel it.”


    “Good, now pinch your nipple for me. Can you feel how erect it is?” I couldn’t say anything. All I did was make an Hmm sound. “Shit, you’re going to make me come quick, and I want to make this last.”


    My eyes widened. “Are you seriously touching yourself right now?”


    “Yes, and stop interrupting me.” When I didn’t say anything, he continued, “With that same hand, glide it across your stomach for me. Can you feel how soft your skin is?” I didn’t answer. All I could do was breathe heavily into the phone. “Do you feel that little curve you have where your stomach is? I love that little curve. I love the fact you have a little bit of stomach. Do you realise how many times I’ve whacked off to the thought of that stomach alone?”


    “Hunter, please.” Shit, I was going to come just from his words alone.


    “Stay focused, darling.”


    Just as he said this a loud bang at my door made me jump. “Ayden, are you in there?”


    “Shit! Erm, yes.”


    “Mandy and I don’t like what we tried on, so we’re going to have another look around. Do you want to come with, or are you still trying on clothes?”


    I placed my hand on my heart trying to calm its beating. “No, it’s fine. I’m still trying on stuff.”


    “Do you need any help?”


    “No!” I shouted, a little too eagerly.


    I heard Christian chuckle. “Okay. We’ll see you back here in a few, okay?”


    I nodded, even though he couldn’t see me. “Okay.”


    I heard them both talking and could hear them getting further away. “Shit, they scared the living daylights out of me.”


    “Are they gone?”


    “Yes.”


    “Way to interrupt my raging hard-on.” I moaned without meaning to. “And, now it’s back.”


    I giggled. “Hunter, you’re too much.”


    “Not for you, sweetheart. Now, where were we? Oh yeah, I was talking about your stomach. Would you let me come all over your stomach?”


    “Hunter, that’s so not—”


    “Answer the question.”


    “Yes.” Shit, I would let him do anything when he was talking to me like that.


    “Fuck, that’s sexy. You really are a little minx, AJ. Now, run your hand away from your belly, towards your waist and down over your hips. Can you feel that dip? Can you feel how fucking sexy that dip is? I’ve pictured you lying on my bed—naked, on your side, and showing me that beautiful curve from your waist to your hips. And don’t get me started on your thighs. You need to run your hands over your thighs. Do it for me, AJ.” I did as instructed and man it felt good. I had never explored my body before. I never considered myself sexy. Right now, Hunter was making me feel so sexy that it was unreal.


    “Is there a chair or bench in the cubicle with you?”


    His question broke me out of my spell. I looked down at the chair. “Yes.”


    “Okay, now lift your leg up on the chair for me.” I did as instructed. “Are your knickers white just like your bra?”


    “Yes, they’re lace, too.” I heard Hunter moan, but he soon continued.


    “Okay, I’ll get to that in a bit. First, I want you to run your hand on the inside of your thigh. Can you feel how soft it is?” I moaned again. “Can you see the little birthmark on the inside of your left thigh?”


    I looked down. “Yes. It’s hideous.” It looked like a fucking vampire bat.


    “It’s beautiful. It reminds me of a swan spreading its wings.”


    I frowned. “You really must be on something.”


    “Don’t interrupt me.”


    “Sorry,” I breathed.


    “Run your hand down towards your knee. Can you feel how perky that kneecap is?”


    “You’ve noticed my kneecap?” I was shocked.


    “I notice everything about you.”


    It would seem so.


    “Run your hand around and under your calf. Feel how soft and smooth it is. I remember wanting to bite each one when they were wrapped around my shoulders that time in the hotel.”


    I closed my eyes, moaning.


    “Stay with me, I have one more place before the finale.”


    “Okay.”


    “Now, your feet. Do you remember me biting your feet in bed?”


    “Yes.” Fuck, yes, I did. I remembered how good that sensation felt. I had never had it done before; I never knew just how good it could feel.


    “You have beautiful, elegant feet. Small, but perfectly formed. I especially loved your toes. I could have spent all night sucking them alone.”


    Jeez, what was with this man? Was there nothing he didn’t know about me? “You seem to have me engrained in your memory.”


    Hunter laughed. “Oh, sweetheart, if only you knew. Now stop distracting me so I can get to the finale.”


    I smiled. “Okay.”


    “I need you to use that hand again. So far, it’s been doing swimmingly well.”


    I smiled again. “Swimmingly, ha?”


    “Don’t interrupt.”


    “Sorry.”


    I heard him breathe heavily down the phone, and boy did it make those toes he wanted to suck curl up!


    “I need that hand to trail a line up from your ankle to the inside of your thigh. Do it now, AJ.”


    I did as instructed and watched as my hand moved up. It was strange to touch myself this way, but somehow strangely erotic. “Yes, my hand is there now.”


    “Good, now move your hand towards the mound of your pussy. I just want you to place your hand there and feel around it. Can you feel that gorgeous curve you have where your mound is?”


    I couldn’t believe I was standing in the middle of a cubicle with one leg up on a chair as I touched myself. This had to go down as one of the strangest things I had ever done, and I had done my fair share of strange things in my short time.


    “Yes, I feel it.”


    Hunter’s breathing was getting erratic. I couldn’t tell if he was really playing with himself or not, but I wouldn’t put it past him.


    “Good, now pull your hand upwards, and slide it down under your knickers.” I did as instructed. “Are you hairy Mary today?”


    I laughed. “No, bald as a badger.”


    “Fuck, AJ, you’re killing me. Are you there yet? Can you feel your soft flesh?”


    “Mmm-hmm.” I could barely speak now.


    “Slide your finger in between that sweet slit of yours. Tell me, how wet are you?”


    I felt inside and sure enough, I was as wet as hell. “Soaking.”


    “Fuck!” I didn’t hear anything for a moment and then he suddenly spoke. “Lean up against the wall or the door, AJ; I think you’re going to need it.”


    I shuffled myself over to the wall, unable to comprehend why I was doing this. This long game of foreplay had worked me up into a frenzy.


    “I hope you can come quick for me, AJ because I don’t think I can last long myself.”


    I closed my eyes and started rubbing myself without him even asking. “Hurry up, Hunter ... I need to come.”


    “Shit, you drive me fucking crazy. Do you know that? Are you already rubbing that perky little clit of yours?”


    I nodded with my eyes still shut. “Yes.”


    “You have your eyes shut, don’t you?”


    “Yes,” I breathed.


    “Open them, AJ. I want you to watch yourself. I want you to see how beautiful you are when you come. Best. Fucking. Sight. Ever.”


    My God, I was getting dizzy. I could already feel my body tensing—ready to explode.


    “Open your eyes, AJ.”


    I did, and I immediately saw what he could see. My cheeks were flushed, my mouth was parted, and my forehead was creased into the most intense, sexual frown I had ever seen.


    “Can you see what I see?”


    I rubbed over my clit and moaned. “Yes. Hunter, I don’t think I can—”


    “It’s okay, baby. I got you, remember? Let it go. Watch yourself let go. I’m close too. I’m thinking about you and that sweet pussy of yours. I want to come in you so badly. You don’t realise how badly I want to mark you with my come.”


    “Oh, God!” I squealed.


    “That’s it. Moan for me, sweetheart. Let me hear that sweet moan of yours.”


    I moaned for him and saw the reflection of myself in the mirror. I looked about ready to burst, and that look alone had me rubbing my clit faster. My breathing harsh, my body tensing.


    “I’m so close now, AJ. Tell me your close. Oh shit, AJ!”


    I blew. I blew like a fucking rocket, explosions, and fireworks. At the same time, I heard Hunter grunting so loudly that it made the orgasm go on forever.


    For a moment, we were silent—our breathing trying to calm—and then I heard his voice. “Out of all the times I’ve had a wank, that was, by far, the best one ever.”


    I smiled and breathed heavily down the phone. “You’re telling me,” I laughed.


    “AJ, you have to let me fuck you soon. I’m about ready to burst here.” I laughed, but didn’t say anything. “Are you clean and on the pill?”


    I frowned. “What kind of question is that to ask a lady?”


    “Just answer. Please, sweetheart.”


    I sighed. “Yes to both, but I’ve never once had sex without a condom. Even when I was in two long-term relationships.”


    “Really?”


    “Yes, really. I was kind of glad considering I caught boyfriend number one getting a blowjob at a nightclub by one of my best friends at the time—both of whom knew I was waiting for them right outside.”


    “Shit, seriously?”


    I nodded. “Yep.”


    “What made you go in there?”


    “Both of them were taking too long, so I went to the ladies’ to look for Jennifer. When I got there, I could hear moaning, and it sounded a lot like Brent when we were having sex. I went to the next cubicle, and, sure enough, she was on her knees sucking him like a lollipop.”


    Hunter cursed. “What did you do?”


    I smiled. “I told them both that Brent never normally lasted that long and walked out. When Brent followed after, I punched him and gave Jennifer such a bitch slap that she fell down to the ground.”


    Hunter laughed. “That’s my girl. What happened to boyfriend number two?”


    I sighed again. “He fucked his next door neighbour’s daughter. I didn’t need to do anything about that because her father took good care of him for me.”


    “Good. I’m sorry to hear that, but it was their fucking loss. They didn’t know they had a good thing when they had it.”


    I smiled like an idiot. “Thanks.”


    “Don’t mention it, sweetheart. Okay, we digress. When was the last time you had sex?” I groaned. Why did he have to get so personal all of a sudden?


    When I didn’t answer, Hunter sighed. “AJ.”


    Oh, for God’s sake. “The last time was over four weeks ago.”


    “What, with me?”


    I rolled my eyes. “Don’t sound so surprised. I told you I wasn’t like that.”


    “I’m getting hard again.” I could hear the smile in his voice.


    “Stop that, Hunter.”


    “I don’t know why, but the thought that I’m the only one who’s been there since makes my dick get angry for you again.”


    I laughed. “Oh, so it’s angry now?”


    “Darling, it’s permanently fucking angry. It can’t understand why you’re so close and yet it hasn’t been in that warm, wet pussy of yours. I’ve never felt what that’s like without a condom. I want to feel it with you.”


    For a moment, I fell silent, and Hunter noticed. He called my name. “I’m here, but none of this is a good idea. If—and only if—I gave you your one day, we would use protection. I don’t know where you’ve been.”


    “I just told you. Besides, I’ll get tested.”


    I sucked in a breath. “Hunter, that’s a no.”


    “Okay, okay. I hear you, sweetheart.” I heard rustling in the background. “Listen, I’ve got to go, but I’ll see you back at home later, okay?”


    I smiled, thinking how domestic that sounded. “Okay.”


    “Laters, darling.”


    “Bye, Hunter.”


    I was about to hang up, when I heard him. “Oh, and AJ?”


    “Yes.”


    “I really enjoyed that.”


    I bit my lip to try and stifle the huge smile on my face. “Me, too.”


    Hunter hung up after that, and I was left completely exhausted and quite honestly relaxed after that heart-stopping orgasm.


    As I gathered my thoughts, I looked around and saw that I still had half the clothes left to try on. At that moment, I thought fuck it and decided to buy the lot and get dressed. It was after I put my dress over my head that I heard a knock on my door.


    “Ayden, you’re not seriously in there still, are you? It’s been like half an hour or something.”


    It was Christian again. It was strange to hear a male voice, but then they did make these unisex changing rooms. It wasn’t something I was used to, but there was plenty of privacy once you closed the door.


    “I’m coming!” I shouted back.


    Boy, did I come!


    I scrambled to get my dress over my head and grabbed the clothes and my handbag. I opened the door, my face still flushed from my orgasm, and I found two inquisitive faces staring back at me.


    Christian peeked inside my cubicle. “Where is he?”


    I shook my head. “I don’t know what you mean.”


    Christian rolled his eyes. “It looks as though you’ve been royally fucked. You were in there long enough. What the hell were you doing?”


    I shrugged. “I just couldn’t decide, that’s all.”


    Christian placed his hand on his hip. “Really?”


    I nodded and walked passed him. “Really. Now, shall we go pay so we can try on some shoes?”


    That was all the encouragement Christian needed. We were out of the changing room and paying for our items within five minutes.


    With bags in tow, Christian pointed the way to the escalator. “Top floor for the shoes.” He practically skipped in front of us and was up the escalator before I could take my next breath.


    “He’s not excited about shoes at all, is he?” I nudged my elbow at Mandy.


    “He’s been like this ever since he had that donut at the coffee shop. It was full of icing. I did warn him, but he wouldn’t listen. He’ll have a bitch of a hangover once he comes down from his sugar rush.”


    Both of us laughed, and it was in that moment I wondered how things with Mandy had been. My situation at home seemed to take over everything lately.


    “How are things with you?”


    Mandy smiled. “Good, thanks. I just got a promotion yesterday, and I also have a date tonight, hence the new dress.” She winked and patted her bag.


    I stopped her and gave her a hug. “That’s brilliant, Mandy. Congratulations.”


    Mandy beamed. “Thank you.”


    We took to the escalators and climbed on the step. “So, tell me about this guy. What’s his name and where did you meet him?”


    Mandy’s face flushed. “It’s Charlie.”


    I frowned for a moment and then it dawned on me. “Not Charlie, the-guy-you’ve-had-a-crush-on-since-you-started-work, Charlie?” She nodded. “Holy shitballs, that’s awesome... but why now?”


    We reached the top of the escalator only to find Christian feeling up the six inch high heels he was on about. “You’ll get arrested for that,” I shouted. Christian jumped, but looked over at me with a smile. “They’re bloody gorgeous.”


    “Well, get them then. There’s no harm in you wearing them at home, is there?”


    He smiled devilishly. “I guess not.” He went back to stroking the shoes again as I turned to Mandy. “Sorry. Carry on.”


    She smiled. “He apparently wanted to ask me out ages ago, but didn’t think I would say yes. He was worried that I would turn him down because of our working relationship. When we were in the kitchen making coffee, our hands touched when we both reached out for the coffee granules. At that moment, we looked at each other, and he just blurted out, ‘Go out with me tomorrow night?’ I blurted back, ‘Okay,’ and that was it.”


    I squeezed her shoulder. “How romantic is that?”


    Mandy’s eyes widened. “I know, right? He told me later how he felt about me. I wanted to jump his bones then and there.”


    I looked at Mandy briefly. “You’re not going to tonight, are you?”


    Mandy looked away, and I saw her cross her fingers. “No.”


    I pushed at her arm. “You are such a tart. Come here, woman!” I pulled her in for a hug again. All the while, she was giggling away.


    “What’s all the laughter about?” Christian stood tall, wearing his tight T-shirt, low cut jeans and sporting a pair of six inch black high heels. He so didn’t look the part, but he also looked simply animated.


    “Mandy was telling me about her date.” I looked at Mandy briefly and winked.


    “Oh yes... Charlie boy. He sounds simply dreamy.”


    I patted his stomach. “What about you, big guy?”


    Christian sighed. “No time for long-term relationships. Plus, I haven’t met that guy who just... you know... makes your heart flutter. The one who you want to spend time with and be with—despite wanting their cock twenty-four-seven.”


    I laughed, but I knew exactly what he meant. Unfortunately, I knew all too well what he meant.


    Deciding not to dwell on it too much, I asked, “So what shoes do you want me to try on?”


    The hysterics started, and before I knew it, I was being whisked down the aisles, arms bulging with shoes. Thank God I still had an hour left before I had to get back for class.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Seventeen


    


    


    I drew the limit at two pairs of high-heeled shoes. Christian was determined for me to buy more, but I was the one who had to carry the bags home with me later. Mason may have kindly given me a lift in this morning, but I knew I would have to find my own way home. Thankfully, it was a short bus ride away.


    Back in class, we were discussing terrorism again, and I knew at the end of it some homework was coming. Sure enough... We had to write a five-thousand-word essay on where we were before terrorism, during nine-eleven, and where we are now. I wasn’t looking forward to this one, but I was glad we had a full three weeks to complete it.


    Class was dismissed, and I was packing my books away when Trey approached me. I had completely forgotten about him until then. With Hunter swimming in my head all of the time, it was hard to think about anything else. I really needed to stop that.


    "It’s lousy we have to do this essay, innit?"


    I looked up to Trey with a smile. “Tell me about it.” I rolled my eyes. “At least we have three weeks to complete it. That should be plenty of time to write five thousand words.”


    As I gathered my bags, Trey bent down. “Hey, let me help you with that.” He took the two shopping bags off me. “Thank you.”


    Trey smiled, showing me his dimples. “You’re welcome. So, where would you like to go? We could go for coffee, or maybe you would like something a little stronger?”


    I started laughing. “Stronger would be good.”


    “How about the Angry Blackfriar down the road?”


    I nodded. “Perfect.”


    We started walking out of the class when Trey spoke. “So, your dad was kind of famous.”


    I smiled. “Yeah, he was. I miss him.”


    “I’m sorry to hear about the accident. I’ve read all his books. He was awesome.”


    I nodded in agreement. “Yeah, he was.”


    “I think it’s also awesome that you’re following in his footsteps. What made you decide that this is where you wanted to be?”


    I sighed. “I guess I was around the age of fourteen when I was going through some of my dad’s things. My mum packed some boxes of his stuff and stored them in the attic. They’re still there now. I went up there one day and found his first book.”


    “A Killers Mind.”


    I looked at Trey and smiled. “You know your stuff.”


    Trey shrugged. “It’s always something I’ve been fascinated with. Anyway, go on.”


    “Well, I read the back of it, and then I started reading the rest. I was up there for so long that I didn’t even realise it was dark outside. It was only when my mum called me for dinner that I realised just how late it was.” I cringed inside knowing I was lying. I was never in the attic of my own choosing. My mother just put me there on regular occasions while I was growing up.


    “Wow, that’s fantastic.”


    I smiled. “Yeah, it was.”


    Trey looked away shyly. “You know I’ve liked you for a while. I didn’t know anything about you when we first started here, but I knew the minute I saw you and how pretty you looked that I wanted to ask you out. I hope that’s okay?”


    We neared the exit doors when he said this. I was smiling and was going to turn to face him when something in the corner of my eye alerted me to something outside. I looked through the windows, and sure enough, Hunter was standing there waiting for me. But that wasn’t it. Oh no! He had “fake tits” Samantha hanging from his arm.


    How dare he?! How fucking dare he come to my college after having phone sex with me mere hours ago to come and pick me up with her in tow?! Who the fuck did he think he was?


    In that moment, I got mad—so mad that I didn’t even think. I just acted. Knowing that someone would open those doors and he would see me soon enough had me acting fast.


    I grabbed Trey, pushed him up against the wall, and slammed my lips to his. At first he stiffened, but once he knew what was happening, he relaxed and let me lead. After a bit of lip action, our tongues danced, and I was actually quite surprised to learn that Trey was a really good kisser.


    “Get a room,” someone shouted as we walked out the door. I heard giggling, but I didn’t care. I knew that Hunter must have seen me. Good. Hopefully, when he did, he got the message loud and clear.


    Just as I was thinking of pulling away, Trey suddenly dropped my bags, spun me around, and pinned me to the wall. It was surprisingly sexy. He grabbed my waist and pushed his hand up my back. I moaned, unable to help myself. This was a lot more than I had bargained for.


    But, just as I was really starting to enjoy myself, Trey was yanked from me, and within a split second he was out the door.


    “What the fuck?”


    I grabbed the bags on the floor and raced outside to find Hunter rushing towards a bloodied up Trey. He was on the ground, his mouth bleeding, and Hunter was going in for more.


    “Hunter, what the fuck are you doing?” I ran in front of him to stop whatever he was planning on doing next.


    Hunter glared at me. “What the fuck was that... ” he pointed to Trey, “doing attached to those... ?” He pointed to my lips.


    “Who is this guy?” Trey asked, still on the floor.


    Hunter pointed at him. “Shut the fuck up.”


    I gasped. “Hunter, what the hell is wrong with you?”


    “Ayden, what’s going on?” Trey got up from the ground, and I could tell Hunter was ready to throw another punch.


    I sighed and looked at Trey and then back at Hunter. “You stay here. I’m going to talk to Trey.”


    “AJ.”


    I pointed at him. “Don’t you fucking ‘AJ’ me after what you just did. You had no right.” He was about to speak, but I cut him off. I looked away from him and back towards Trey. I took a few steps towards him and grabbed his hand. He walked with me away from the onlookers. Samantha was one of them—gaping like she couldn’t believe what just happened. She looked pissed as hell as she went stomping towards Hunter.


    I turned to Trey. “Are you okay?”


    Trey rubbed his nose. “I’ve been better. Who the hell is he?”


    I sighed. “He’s my stepbrother... or will be soon.”


    His eyes widened. “He’s your stepbrother, and he’s acting like that?”


    “He’s a little protective of me.”


    Trey huffed. “Yeah... just a little.”


    “I’m sorry,” I offered.


    “Why? It’s not your fault.” We both looked over to where Hunter and Samantha were. They were having a heated debate and then Samantha stormed off crying.


    Hunter closed his eyes momentarily before looking at us. I glared at him and looked back at Trey. “Shall we go inside and get you cleaned up?”


    Trey looked over at Hunter, who was coming towards us. “No, it’s okay. I’ll go inside and get cleaned up. You go talk to your stepbrother. He’s obviously having a bad day. I’ll see you on Thursday, yeah? Maybe we can go out then.”


    I grabbed his hand. “Sure. I would like that.” I rounded off my mobile number for him, but I wasn’t sure if he would remember. He said he would, but I would understand if I didn’t hear back from him.


    Hunter was onto me the minute Trey smiled and walked away. People were still milling around, hoping to catch act two. As soon as Trey was gone, I turned to Hunter.


    “What the ever loving fuck is wrong with you?”


    Hunter pointed at himself. “Me? What’s wrong with me? I’m not the one you found with my tongue down someone’s throat.”


    I shook my head—unable to fathom how he had so much cheek. “No, instead I find you waiting for me outside my college with your fuck-buddy hanging off your arm. What the fuck was that all about?”


    Hunter put his hand out to me. “Wait a minute. That’s why you kissed him?”


    I sucked in a breath and looked away. “No.” I brushed past him towards the bus stop.


    “AJ, where are you going?”


    I carried on walking. “I’m getting the bus. What are you doing here anyway?”


    Hunter caught up with me. “Well, if you would fucking stop for five minutes, then I would be able to explain it to you.” He grabbed my shoulder and spun me around to face him. All I could do was cross my arms, which was difficult considering my arm still ached like a bitch.


    “What?”


    He looked me up and down with the bags attached to my crossed arms. “Isn’t that a little awkward? Here, give me your shopping bags.”


    I gritted my teeth. “I’m fine, thank you. Do you want to tell me why you were such a fucking jerk over there?”


    Hunter ran his fingers through his hair. “I don’t know why. I just saw him pressed against you and saw red. I didn’t think—I just acted. I have no other excuse.”


    I huffed. “Says he who brought Samantha along to pick me up. What did you think we would do? Go for a ride in the car together and compare notes while you drove us?”


    Hunter looked pained. “That wasn’t my intention.” He waved his hands in the air in frustration and then turned to me. “Look, I rang Samantha up yesterday so we could talk. I had study period today, so it wasn’t a full day for me. I was in the middle of driving us to get coffee in town, so I could tell her that I didn’t want to see her again, when my dad rang out of the blue and told me he couldn’t make it to pick you up.”


    My mouth hung open a moment. “Oh, for fuck’s sake! I don’t need a babysitter. I’m quite capable of getting on a bus.”


    Hunter sighed. “We know that, but Ayden, that jerk-off is out there somewhere. Hell, he’s probably spying on us right now.” The moment he said this, I looked around and shivered. I turned back towards Hunter, and he looked softer this time. “I’m really sorry about Samantha. If I had known my dad couldn’t pick you up, I would never have contacted her. I would have done it tonight or later on tomorrow. I didn’t have enough notice to drop her off. I invited her. How much of a prick would I be if I just dumped her on the side of the road?”


    I looked around. “Well, she’s certainly not with you now.”


    Hunter sighed. “Yes, that’s because in the heat of the moment I told her that she was a clingy bitch and I never wanted to see her again.”


    I pulled a face. “Ouch. Hunter, that’s nasty.”


    Hunter gritted his teeth. “I know that, but I was still pissed about what I saw. All I could think was, ‘How dare he touch what’s mine?’”


    My eyes practically bugged out of my head. “Hunter, I am not yours. Just one day, remember?”


    Hunter paced a little. “I know that. Fuck!” He ran his fingers through his hair. Hunter looked like he had lost his cool. I had always seen him in control. It was a strange sight to witness his vulnerability. Perhaps he was a human after all.


    “I was supposed to be going for drinks with him before you showed up.”


    Hunter stopped his pacing and pointed at me. “Over my dead body.”


    I laughed. I didn’t know why I found it so comical; it was anything but. I just couldn’t help the roaring sounds of laughter coming out of me.


    “What’s so funny?”


    The minute he asked, I started walking towards the bus stop again. “Where are you going?”


    “Home. Where does it look like?”


    Hunter pointed to his car. “The car’s parked over there. You may as well get in with me.”


    I shook my head. “No.”


    “AJ, stop being so childish.”


    I lifted my chin up. “Ha!”


    I heard him growl and then he asked me something which shocked me. “Okay, okay, but can you lend me some money?”


    I stopped still—unable to fathom how he could need money from me. “Sorry, come again?”


    Hunter placed his hand behind his neck and started rubbing. “I, err, lost my wallet, and I need some money for petrol.”


    I looked at him for a moment, then sighed. “Okay, how much do you need?” I placed the shopping bags down and swung my satchel around. I placed it on my leg and opened it to find my purse.


    “A twenty should do it.”


    I was still rooting, trying to find the damn thing, when all of a sudden, Hunter snatched it from my hand and started running towards the car.


    “Hunter!” I was going to fucking kill him.


    Grabbing the bags on the ground, I leapt into full race-mode after him. By the time I reached the car, he had already put my satchel in the boot and was sitting in the driver’s seat. Once I reached the passenger side, he reached across and opened the door for me. “Get in, AJ.”


    “Are you out of your freaking mind?”


    He looked me dead in the eye. “Yes, now get the fuck in the bastard car. I won’t ask you again.” When I didn’t move, he gritted his teeth. “AJ, get the fuck in the car, or so help me God, I will get out of the car and personally haul you in here myself.”


    I was pissed as hell with him still, but when I saw he meant business, I got in the car. Once I closed the door and put my seatbelt on, Hunter smiled. “Good. Now, we can go home.”


    “I so hate your arse right now.”


    Hunter kept his eyes on the road as he replied. “The feeling’s mutual, sweetheart.”


    We drove home in silence, but the whole way there I could tell something was brewing. It was like this electric charge between us. I was so angry with him, but the more I heard his breathing and watched his muscles flex as he changed gears, the more I wanted to rip his clothes off. I hated him with a passion, but the only thing I could think about was riding his cock like I was at a fucking rodeo.


    That thought just pissed me off even more, and the more pissed I got, the more I wanted to take it out on him. How dare he talk to me like that and still look drop dead fucking gorgeous. Just… how dare he?!


    So, I did something I knew would work. Slowly, but surely, I trailed my hand up my right thigh, exposing more of my leg to him. I saw his eyes look, but his head remained in the same position. His jaw was flexing though. He was so mad.


    I left it like that and scrunched my dress up in my fist. Despite trying to be in control, I was still losing some of it myself. Hunter’s jaw remained tight as he gripped the steering wheel so tightly his knuckles were starting to turn white. His driving got faster as we neared our home, and his breathing was becoming laboured.


    By the time we reached the gates, we both sounded like we had been out for a run. Once parked, Hunter got out of the car, and so did I, bags in tow. He opened the boot, retrieved my satchel and we both went up towards the front door without saying a word.


    Hunter got his key out, flung the door open, and once I shut it behind me, Hunter dropped my satchel and pushed me up against the wall. His lips crashed against mine leaving no room for error as to what would be happening next. We both knew it would come to this. It had been simmering for ages, but the last few days had been reaching a boiling point.


    As his tongue entered my mouth, his hand wandered up my leg and around my arse. He moved his hand toward my thigh and squeezed as he holstered it around his waist.


    I moaned. “I fucking hate you,” I breathed into his mouth between kisses.


    Hunter growled. “You’re no fucking saint either, sweetheart.”


    He pushed his groin into me, and I could feel just how soaking wet my knickers were. I moaned out loud.


    “Do you want me to take you to bed or fuck you right here? Your choice. But I’m telling you now, AJ. This shit ends right here, and it ends with my cock deep inside you.”


    I groaned in pain. I was in pain. In sweet, tortured, heavenly pain. No matter what my logical thought was, all I wanted right now was Hunter. I didn’t care about the consequences after.


    I knew Mason or my mum wasn’t in as it was way too early, so I opted for the quickest option. “Fuck me now, Hunter. Fuck me hard—right here, right now.”


    Hunter reached down, grabbed my other leg, and held me up against the wall. “You don’t have to ask me twice.”


    His lips were on mine again, as he reached one hand and dipped it between my legs. “Fuck, AJ, you’re soaking wet.”


    All I could do was moan. I had been longing for him to be inside of me for what seemed like decades.


    As we continued kissing, Hunter lowered my legs to the ground and pushed my dress up. He broke our kiss and knelt in front of me. With both hands, he trailed them up around my stomach, around my waist until he reached my knicker line. Once there, he pushed them down with aching slowness. I closed my eyes and threw my head back. That alone had my head spinning.


    When he reached the floor, I lifted one foot and then the other. Once my knickers were gone, Hunter lifted up my dress and stared at my pussy. He licked his lips. “I have to taste you.”


    He moved his head towards me, and every millisecond felt like an hour. So... achingly... slow.


    With his hands, he parted my folds and swiped his tongue over my clit. Without thinking, my head banged back right against the wall. “Oh fuck!”


    “Are you okay?”


    I grabbed at his hair. “Yes. Yes. Please don’t stop. Please.”


    Hunter chuckled and went back to licking my little nub. I was already going to blow. I knew it was going to be quick, but I wanted it to last as long as possible.


    When he licked me again, I moaned, and my legs gave way. “Don’t worry, I’ve got you, sweetheart.” He grabbed the back of my legs and held me in place before getting back to his glorious licking.


    “Oh, God, Hunter!” I screamed.


    “You taste so fucking sweet, AJ. I could have you for breakfast, lunch, and dinner and still want to snack on you between meals.”


    Holy fuck, he was good. “Don’t stop. Keep going.”


    He didn’t disappoint. He lapped his tongue around my clit like there was no tomorrow. The more I moaned, the more pressure he applied. The more I gripped his hair, the faster he went.


    “Oh no, not so soon!” Shit, I was going to come and he had only just started. If I was a man, I would be so lame.


    Hunter didn’t relent. He just kept going faster. It was almost as if he was as keen for me to come quickly as my body was.


    And then it started. The trembling. The build up. My body went rigid and my grip on his hair tightened as my orgasm built to its crescendo.


    Hunter’s hands were suddenly at my arse as he gripped it with all his might and practically buried his face in my pussy. With no way out, Hunter sealed my fate. My orgasm exploded, and I swear I saw dancing colours in my eyes.


    I had my head on the wall, and at first, I couldn’t open my eyes. I was lost—breathless and so fucking up there in fairyland that at first, I didn’t want to come back down. Shit, that was intense.


    As my breathing calmed, I licked my lips and opened my eyes to find Hunter staring at me. “Now I can see what you saw earlier. Best. Sight. Ever.”


    I smiled, still in euphoric orgasm-land. He must have a magic tongue because there was no way it could possibly always be that good.


    As I was thinking this, Hunter came in to kiss me again. I could taste my juices on my tongue, but instead of it freaking me out, it made me horny all over again.


    “Fuck!” Hunter shouted. He suddenly became frantic as he pulled a condom out of his trouser pocket and tried undoing his belt. He was just in the middle of unzipping his trousers when we heard a car pull up outside.


    “Fuck!” Hunter zipped back up, did his belt up and ran his fingers through his untidy hair. He placed the condom back in the pocket and looked outside. “Shit, it’s your mum.” He placed his forehead on the little window and closed his eyes a moment. I felt really bad for him. He kept getting me off, and then we would get interrupted every time it was his turn.


    Just before my mum opened the door, he turned to me. “I’m tired of this fucking horsing around. Meet me at the penthouse tomorrow.”


    My eyes widened. “If you think I’m going to meet you where you’ve taken all your fuck buddies, you’ve got another thing coming!” I was angry with him again. Just as I was warming to him, he came out with this shit.


    I grabbed my bags and knickers and headed for the stairs just as I heard Hunter curse. “I’m sorry, okay? I didn’t think.”


    I just huffed and carried on walking up the stairs. My mum had the door open by then, so all conversation had to cease.


    “Hunter, darling, how are you? You’re looking a little flushed, is everything okay?”


    Hunter nodded. “Everything’s fine. I’ve just been running around a lot today, that’s all.”


    She grabbed his arm. “Take a rest. I’m going to cook us all a wonderful meal, and your dad is bringing home some champagne. We’ve all been working hard lately and deserve to let our hair down.” She looked up then and saw me. “Oh, Ayden, there you are. I didn’t see you, sweetie. How was your day?”


    I smiled politely because that was what I was expected to do. “It was great, thanks Mum. I have to do an essay on terrorism, but I don’t have to hand it in for three weeks.”


    She smiled up to me. “That’s great, honey. Don’t let me keep you. Just be ready in time for dinner at seven o’clock sharp, okay?” She directed the question at both of us.


    We both nodded and said okay, and then she disappeared into the kitchen. Hunter looked up at me, but I ignored him and carried on up the stairs. I got to my room, slammed the door behind me, and slumped on my bed with all my bags.


    Great. Just great.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Eighteen


    


    


    Five weeks went by, and there were two days to go before my mum and Mason’s big day. Life had been hell for those five weeks because Hunter acted like a bear with a sore head, and Mum was acting... well... nice. Way too nice. I mean, it was almost as if a switch had flicked on in her, and it made me even more cautious around her. In fact, I was so paranoid about her behaviour that it was all I could think about for days on end. I did my essay, but knew I didn’t put enough effort into it, so I wasn’t entirely surprised when I turned up to see I had been given a D. I was used to A’s across the board. Getting a D was a highly unusual event—so unusual that my tutor pulled me aside and asked me if everything was okay. I just fobbed her off with some story about my mum getting married in two days, and she gave me an extension to finish off my paper properly. I was grateful to her for that, but I didn’t think I deserved it. My head was in the clouds, and I didn’t give that paper my usual one hundred percent.


    The other thing that didn’t help was the awkwardness between me and Trey since that incident outside my college. I never should have agreed to go out with him in the first place, but I was single and thought, “Why not?” I never thought about the consequences or how it would affect us both at college. Thank God I only had another year left. I couldn’t handle another potential Robert causing me problems. Trey didn’t seem like that type, but for some reason, I seemed to attract them.


    I was at home moping. No one was around, and I knew I should really take that as an opportunity to get back to my paper. I just didn’t have the heart for it. I wasn’t sure what was wrong with me, but it wasn’t usually like me to get in a funk like that.


    I was sitting outside on my usual rock when I heard a sound behind me. I gasped, turned, and when I saw it was Hunter, I let out my breath. “Hunter, you scared the shit out of me. Again!”


    He looked sheepish. “Sorry. I knew you were here, because your satchel was by the door when I came in. When I couldn’t find you anywhere in the house, I thought you may have been down here. What’s up?”


    I sighed and looked away as he sat down. “I failed my terrorism essay.”


    Hunter looked away a moment and then back at me. “I’m sorry. Is there nothing that can be done?”


    I nodded. “Yes, my tutor has been kind enough to give me until tomorrow afternoon to sort it out. She pointed out where I went wrong and suggested I take another look. Tomorrow is the last day before we break up from school, so it’s my final shot for the end of the year.”


    Hunter frowned. “So, why aren’t you doing it?”


    I shrugged. “I just haven’t got the heart right now. I will do it. I must do it. In fact, I should force my butt to do it right now.” I got up, but Hunter stopped me.


    “Wait a minute, not so fast, AJ.” He smiled, as he grabbed my hand. “You still don’t look like you have the heart right now, and may end up flunking it again. Besides, I want to take you somewhere first.”


    I sighed. “Hunter, now is really not the time.”


    He squeezed my hand gently. “I know, but I promise it will be good, and I also promise that when we get back, I will lock you in your room until you’re finished with your essay. In fact, do you want to stay at the penthouse tonight? There will be no distractions there. You can order pizza and just get on with it.” When he saw my face, he smiled. “Don’t worry; I won’t be there. I’ll drop you off on the way home and pick you up first thing in the morning. We have a wedding to plan together.”


    I looked at Hunter’s sincere face and smiled. “You would do that for me?”


    Hunter sighed. “Of course I would, AJ. I would give anything to see a smile back on your face. What do you say?”


    I nodded. “Okay, but what about the wedding and my mum and your dad?”


    Hunter shook his head. “Don’t worry about that. I’ll tell them where you are and why.”


    I bit my lip. “Okay, but where are you taking me?”


    Hunter shook his head. “Uh-uh, it’s a surprise.”


    Hunter stood up, his firm grip still on my hand. He tugged at it and made me get up with him. “First of all, get your things. I will meet you in the car.”


    We ventured back up the hill, and Hunter went outside to his Audi TT while I went upstairs to pack an overnight bag. I grabbed my satchel and laptop on the way out and ran towards Hunter’s car.


    “All set?” he asked as I was putting my seatbelt on.


    I nodded. “Yep, all set.”


    Hunter winked, and the butterflies started. It didn’t take much to get them going where Hunter was concerned. I didn’t know what on earth he was up to, but I trusted that he had good intentions.


    Pretty soon, we were out of our security gates and on the road. I turned to Hunter for a moment and stared. He looked worried—much like he had been lately. Almost distracted even.


    “Hunter, is everything okay?”


    “What?” he asked, a little too loudly. “Sorry, I was miles away.”


    I nodded. “You have been a lot lately. That’s why I asked.”


    He looked at me briefly. “I have?” I nodded again and he sighed. “About three weeks ago, my mum turned up at my university.”


    My eyes widened, and I turned to him. “No! Really? I’m sorry, Hunter. What did she say?”


    He gripped the steering wheel. “She gave me her usual bullshit. Sure, she looked clean and like how a mum should for a change, but when I told her I was getting on with my life and that Dad was getting married, she looked shocked... without looking shocked. Does that make sense?” He looked at me briefly, and I nodded. He turned his attention back to the road. “Anyway, my suspicions soon rose when she told me she was getting married too and that she had been clean for the last four years. She mentioned that she and her fiancé were trying to set up business together in Cancun doing scuba diving for the tourists.” He looked over at me again. “Her fiancé is Mexican.”


    My eyebrow rose. “Oh.”


    Hunter nodded. “Exactly. I know it’s bad to judge, but her past history didn’t help her case. At first, she told me she just wanted to see me before they emigrated. I, like a fool, went along with it.”


    I watched his expression tighten. “What’s changed?”


    He sighed. “Just in the last few days, she’s been dropping hints that they need forty grand to get themselves up and running. She said they had been saving, and managed twenty so far, but just couldn’t quite get the other twenty in time.”


    I closed my eyes. “I’m sorry, Hunter. What have you told her?”


    “That maybe they should look at their business plan together and downsize until their business is up and running.”


    I smiled. “Good answer. What did she say to that?”


    “She started panicking, stuttering, and making up excuses as to why they needed so much money. I could tell then and there that it was all bullshit. In the end, I told her I wished her luck and if—and only if—she got her shit together and went to Cancun, then she could call me. I know she is my mother, AJ, but I won’t tolerate any BS from her.”


    I sighed. “You shouldn’t. She is the one who went down the path she chose. No one pushed her there. She only has herself to blame. The unfortunate thing is that addicts are selfish and always will be until they admit it to themselves and the ones they love.”


    Hunter smiled. “You’re right of course. It’s a relief telling someone. I haven’t told my dad because he’s so busy at work and with this wedding. I don’t want to add too much stress on him. I’m just worried. I don’t like the way things ended with my mum. I suspect she only turned up at the university because she doesn’t know where we live. It wouldn’t take a genius to find out where we are if she wanted to, though.”


    I placed my hand on his shoulder and rubbed it gently. “Well, if she does, we’ll handle it, and we’ll handle it together. That’s what families are for, right?”


    Hunter looked at my hand on his shoulder. “That’s right, AJ.” He then smiled cheekily. “Hey, did I ever tell you that you were okay for a chick?”


    I laughed. “You may have mentioned it once.”


    He looked at me briefly, but it was enough to see that same look in his eyes. The look that pulled me in and never let go. I really needed to move out of my house and fast. Things were better when we were avoiding each other. I couldn’t handle it when Hunter turned into Dr. Jekyll. He made me fall for him all over again.


    With that thought in my head, I turned to the road and tried to find my bearings. “Hey, this is the A4010, isn’t it?”


    Hunter smiled. “It is. We should be there in about fifteen minutes.”


    I smiled, but said no more. I wasn’t sure what Hunter was up to, but I was going to go along with it to see.


    For the remainder of the journey, we kept silent. The roads were quiet and the sun was shining. It was a nice day. As we got to a clearing through the trees, we turned left into a car park. The place looked familiar, but it wasn’t until it came into view that I gasped. “It’s still here?”


    Hunter looked at my beaming face and smiled brightly himself. “It is. I actually looked for it on the Internet straight after you told me. I hope this is okay? I don’t want to brandish the memory of your dad.”


    Tears welled in my eyes. “No, Hunter. It’s perfect. Thank you.”


    Hunter breathed a sigh of relief. “Oh, that’s good. I was hoping you wouldn’t get mad at me.”


    I grabbed his arm. “How can I be mad at you? This is the sweetest thing anyone’s ever done for me. Well, since my dad died.” I felt sad for a moment, but it was only for a split second. I wanted Hunter to see how grateful I was.


    Without thinking, I threw my arms around him and hugged him tightly. “Thank you, Hunter. This means the world to me.”


    At first, he stiffened, but then he relaxed and hugged me even tighter to him. “You’re welcome, AJ. You deserve it.”


    I pulled away from him slightly, and for a moment, we stared at one another. His look was back, and at first I couldn’t look away. I was desperate to kiss him. I was so desperate to feel close to him, but knew more than ever that we shouldn’t. In two days, my mum and his dad would be married, and we would be a proper family. No matter how much I wanted him, that thought had to give me the strength to look away.


    “So, what flavour do you like?” I asked, clearing my throat.


    Hunter smiled and opened his door. “I’m more of a vanilla man myself.”


    I laughed, getting out of the car with him. “I would never have taken you for a vanilla man.” I winked at him and he laughed. It was good to see him laughing again.


    “I wouldn’t push it, AJ. I remember just how ticklish you are. Care to find out again?”


    I put my hands up. “No, it’s okay. I’ll behave.”


    Hunter raised his eyebrow. “That would be a first for you, wouldn’t it?”


    I rolled my eyes. “So now we’re being cocky again, huh? I knew it wouldn’t last.”


    Hunter frowned as we neared the doors of Johnny’s. I was so glad it was still here. “Dr. Jekyll. He was in the car with me for a while, but now he’s disappeared.”


    Hunter shook his head at me and opened the door to let me pass through. “Oh... Maybe he’ll come back in a little bit.” I winked at him again, and he just shook his head with a smile.


    Without another word on the subject, Hunter ordered his vanilla, and I ordered my chocolate chip. It was what I had with my dad every time we came here, and I couldn’t wait to see if it tasted just how I remembered.


    Once we had ice creams in our hands, we decided to take a walk outside and sit on the bench. There were a few people around, but considering it was a working day, it was still quiet. As we sat down, I thought Hunter would sit opposite me, but he surprised me when he came and sat next to me instead.


    “Why aren’t you at Uni today?”


    Hunter shrugged his shoulders. “I’ve already done my exams for this year. It’s just really catch-up classes. It normally fizzles out this time of year. Classes end tomorrow for us just the same as you.”


    I nodded my head and then took a bite of my ice cream. A sudden memory came to me of me and my dad sitting on one of the benches nearby. I was laughing because I had chocolate ice cream all over my face and nose. My dad was frantically trying to wipe it off my face, but I couldn’t stop giggling.


    “You’re crying.”


    My head shot up to Hunter. I didn’t realise I was until he mentioned it. I wiped my eyes. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to—”


    “Hey.” Hunter placed a hand on mine. “It’s okay to cry, you know.”


    I nodded with a sniffle. “I know, I just didn’t think you would expect me to react this way just taking me for an ice cream.”


    He grabbed my hands and placed both on the table. “It’s not just an ice cream though, is it?” I shook my head. “Does it taste how you remember?” I nodded with a smile. “That’s good. Mine’s pretty good, too.”


    I laughed. “Yeah, for boring old vanilla.” I poked my tongue out a little.


    Hunter looked hurt, but he smiled. “Hey, I’ll have you know that vanilla is sometimes the best ever.” He winked at me and I nodded.


    “Yeah, I suppose you’re right.”


    We fell into a comfortable silence for a moment, both of us licking our ice creams. It was only when Hunter absentmindedly started tracing a delicate line across my scar that I looked up.


    “How is your arm now?” He was still looking at it as he asked.


    “It’s better, thanks.”


    He looked up then. “Do me a favour.”


    I frowned. “What?”


    He tried a smile, but it looked like it was an effort. “Next time you want to cut melons, come and look for me.”


    I knew from the look in his eyes, that wasn’t what he was asking. I nodded my head anyway, and Hunter laced his fingers through mine. I loved it when he was like this. He was so comfortable to be with... too comfortable in fact.


    As we sat there eating ice cream, I laid my head on Hunter’s shoulder. He, in turn, wrapped an arm around me. It felt nice. It felt safe. It felt as though I was where I should be, and it frightened me to death.


    After we ate our ice creams, I didn’t want to leave, but I knew time was passing, and I needed to get that paper finished. Even if it meant I was up all night. Hunter knew this and nudged me when we were done. “Right. Let’s get you settled at the penthouse. I’ll order you pizza at around seven. Is that okay?”


    I frowned. “I can order my own pizza, Hunter.”


    He shook his head. “I know a reputable firm that knows me well. I’ll order it in for you. We have an account with them anyway.”


    “I’ll pay for it,” I blurted.


    Hunter’s lips thinned in irritation. “Will you stop being so fucking stubborn?”


    I poked my tongue out at him again. “No.”


    Hunter shook his head, got up from the bench and offered me his hand. “Stop showing me that tongue of yours, AJ. I only have so much restraint.”


    The little imp in me wanted to push it because, man did I love flirting with Hunter! I knew if I did, though, things would get pretty serious and fast. We both knew how important it was to keep things purely platonic between us.


    Against my raging hormones, I held my tongue and took his hand. Hunter helped me up, and we began walking back to the car.


    “Thank you again for this. I’m glad I came here today, and I’m glad it was with you.”


    I looked away blushing, but Hunter stopped me. When I looked up, he grabbed my chin and started rubbing my bottom lip with his thumb. I couldn’t help it... I shivered under his touch. Just that one small little touch and I was putty in his hands.


    “Do you have any idea how much I want to kiss you right now? You make me feel things. I don’t know what this is between us, but by fuck does it make me want to scoop you up in my arms and never let go.”


    I gasped. I never in a million years expected those words from him. “Hunter, what are you saying?”


    He lowered his hand away from my face, and I immediately felt the loss of his touch. “I don’t know what the fuck I’m saying, AJ. I don’t know what’s right and what’s wrong anymore. Before, this was just a game. I was ready and willing to play, but now, I just... I don’t know what.”


    I nodded, but didn’t say anything. What could I say that would make our situation better or maybe even worse?


    “It’s your birthday in a few days.”


    I sucked in a deep breath. “Please don’t remind me. I never celebrate that day.”


    Hunter nodded. “I know. I’m sorry.” He placed a strand of hair behind my ear. “If I could bring him back for you for your birthday, I would. I just wanted you to have a piece of him back with you today.”


    The tears welled again. It didn’t take much when it involved my dad. “Thank you, Hunter.”


    He pulled me into his arms momentarily before breaking our spell again. We didn’t say anything more. We both knew we shouldn’t.


    We drove to the penthouse in silence. Only briefly looking each other’s way every now and then. I couldn’t help but think this thing between us was something I had never felt before. It was as alien to me as it was to him. Maybe it was sexual frustration. I didn’t know, but something had to give soon.


    As we parked in his space, Hunter got out and carried my bag and laptop. He pulled out the card in the lift and the doors soon closed. Once inside, he placed my bags down and looked at me.


    “I will come round about nine tomorrow—if that’s okay? You and I have some planning to do.” He smiled knowingly at me.


    Mason and my mum weren’t staying at the house the night of the wedding. Mason was going be on his stag do, and my mum was going to be out with her friends. Mason asked if we could stay and help set everything up. My mum thought it was just a small affair at the house, but Mason had this big surprise involving a marquee, expensive flowers, and the most expensive caterers. My mum was supposed to be leaving at nine, and then, at ten, the company setting up the marquee would arrive. During the next day, we would have people arriving to drop some food off, so not too much was left for the actual day. Hunter and I agreed to deal with all that stress, so Mason and my mum could relax and only worry about turning up on time.


    I nodded. “That’s fine.”


    He walked towards the lift. “I’ll get them to deliver your pizza at seven. The code they have is four-two-four-one. Can you remember that? It’s for safety so we know it’s them.”


    I nodded. “I’ll remember. Four-two-four-one.”


    He nodded, placing his hands in his pockets. Why did he have to look so damn fuckable all the time?


    “Right. I had better go. Good luck with your paper. I have all the faith in the world in you and your ability to do it justice.”


    I smiled at his confidence in me. “Thank you.”


    The staring commenced, and so too did the awkwardness. He needed to leave because I wasn’t sure whether I had the strength to say no if he didn’t.


    “See you tomorrow, AJ.” He walked to the lift and got in. He pressed the button and looked up. “You’ll be in my dreams tonight, sweetheart.”


    I gasped just as the lift doors closed. In that moment, I had this sudden urge to run to the doors and bang them with all my might. For the last few weeks, he had been irritable and moody. I knew the reason why finally, but at the time, it was easy to ignore him. It was easy to forget that I wanted him so damn much it hurt.


    Instead, I took a deep breath. Despite wanting Hunter, my paper had to come first. Just for one night, it had to come first. Hunter understood that, and that was why he did this wonderful thing for me. So wonderful that it was hard to even try to hate him for anything. I just wished I could hate him even a little... just enough so that I didn’t have this gut-aching feeling in the pit of my stomach whenever he wasn’t with me. I always missed him like I would my last breath.


    It took a while and a shot of bourbon to calm my nerves, but I shook myself out of it and got my laptop loaded. Hunter did this for me—so that I could get a better grade—and, by God, I was determined not to let anyone down.


    I went over the paper again before looking at my notes on the suggestions my tutor made. I highlighted the parts that were good and deleted the parts that weren’t. Paragraph by paragraph, I went through each meticulously and thought long and hard about what to replace it with. I was so into it that a buzz at the lift doors made me jump.


    I looked at my watch and saw it was seven on the dot. It must be the pizza guy. I briskly walked to the intercom. I pressed the button and an image immediately appeared.


    When he saw me, he smiled. “Delivery for Miss Pearson, code four-two-four-one.”


    I nodded with smile. “Okay, come right up.”


    I buzzed to let him in and waited a couple of minutes before the doors opened. When he emerged the smell of pizza hit me. “Wow, that smells gorgeous.”


    The guy with a slight beer belly and silly red cap with the pizza logo on it smiled haphazardly at me. “Supposed to be the best in town.” He looked at the note on the side. “Pepperoni with added mushrooms.”


    I bit my lip trying to stifle the stupid smile on my face. I remember Hunter asking me ages ago what my favourite pizza was, but I never in a million years thought he would remember.


    “That’s the one,” I said, slightly swaying on my feet. My God, I was behaving like a giddy little girl.


    He placed the pizza down on the counter for me and motioned to the doors. “Enjoy your pizza.”


    I ran after him. “Oh, hold on. What about a tip?”


    He got in the lift and turned around. “All taken care of. Have a nice evening.” He tipped his hat.


    “Thank you. You, too.”


    Once the doors were shut, I went over the pizza box and opened it up. The smell hit me hard making my tongue sting with anticipation. I quickly pulled one slice up and placed it in my mouth. I moaned. God, it was delicious. I didn’t know why, but Hunter had ordered me a large. There was no way I was going to eat a large one all by myself.


    I was just tucking into my second bite when my phone pinged. I pressed the button and lit the screen up. I smiled and pressed to read it.


    Fuck Face: I can just about imagine what you’re doing right now, so I’m kind of glad I’m not there.


    Me: I have tomato sauce dribbling down my face right now.


    Fuck Face: That’s an image I will definitely not shake now. You really are a little temptress.


    Me: It’s pretty damn hard being me.


    Fuck Face: I bet, princess. ;) How is the paper going?


    Me: It’s going good, thanks. It’s really helped being on my own. I’ve managed to get half done already.


    Fuck Face: That’s really good. I won’t keep you then. Enjoy your pizza and I’ll see you in the morning. Sweet dreams, AJ. xx


    Me: I will because I know who will be in mine. xx


    I wasn’t sure whether I should have sent that message, but thought what the heck. He said the same to me only a few hours ago.


    Despite the fact I knew I couldn’t eat all of the pizza, I managed to eat three quarters of it. Once full to the brim, I tucked the pizza away in the fridge with the sole intention of eating the rest for breakfast. That was a pizza you certainly could eat at any time of the day.


    Once I stored the pizza away, I went back to my essay. It was hard to get back into it after my disruption, but after about fifteen minutes, I found my rhythm again and started typing like a woman possessed. The next day might be my last day, but I was still determined to get this done and sent over to my tutor as early as possible. I wouldn’t be there personally. She understood due to the wedding, but I didn’t want to let her down by handing it in late.


    It got to around one in the morning, and I found I couldn’t keep my eyes open. The words on my laptop were becoming blurry, so I knew it was time to get to bed. I saved what I had done so far and set the alarm on my phone to go off at six. Three hours more should be plenty of time to finish it. I only had one more paragraph and a final read-through before sending it to my tutor.


    I virtually stumbled towards Mason’s bed. I had only just about landed on it before I fell to sleep. My last thought was of Hunter and what the next day would bring. I didn’t know, but whatever it would be, it was bound to end with me feeling just as lost as ever.


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Nineteen


    


    


    My alarm was unwelcome, but the moment I heard it, I knew the reason why it was set in the first place. It was all the encouragement I needed to get my arse in gear, get a shower, heat up the remaining pizza, and sit back at the laptop.


    By the time I sent my paper to my tutor, it was eight thirty. I sat there, took a huge deep breath, and was just shutting down my laptop when my phone pinged.


    Fuck Face: How you getting on, sweetheart?


    I smiled. I couldn’t help myself when it involved Hunter.


    Me: Just this minute shutting down my laptop. I feel more confident this time that I’ve done the best I can.


    Fuck Face: Good. Did you dream about me last night?


    Me: Wouldn’t you like to know?


    Fuck Face: Yes.


    Me: A lady never tells.


    Fuck Face: In that case, I won’t ask. :-) Is the lady-in-waiting ready for her chariot to come and collect her?


    Me: She is.


    Fuck Face: Well, I shall come in haste.


    I laughed and put my phone down, so I could go and get ready for Hunter’s arrival. Now that the essay was done, I could concentrate on enjoying the summer. I was even thinking it would be a great time to look for a job, since my mum wasn’t around to stop me.


    I went to work tidying the sheets, washing the dishes from last night, and getting myself a bit more presentable for Hunter. I was packing my bag—ready to sit down and wait—when the lift doors pinged.


    Hunter emerged looking every bit the god he was. I sighed because his great looks, dark sunglasses, pale blue shirt and cream coloured trousers were totally sigh-worthy. Everything about Hunter was sigh-worthy.


    When he saw me, his smile took my breath away, and I couldn’t help but smile like an idiot back at him. “Your carriage awaits, madam.”


    I nodded and was about to pick my bags up when Hunter beat me to it. “I’ll take these; you just hold the lift. Have you got everything?” I nodded. “Well, let’s go. We’ve got a lot to do today.”


    When we got back home, we were met with total silence. It was strange considering how manic everything was going to get. I had barely enough time to unpack everything and get settled in when the marquee arrived. Pretty soon after that, the caterers rang on the bell. It was hectic to say the least. Hunter and I barely spoke, and when we did, it was to let each other know progress updates and what to do next. By five o’clock, the pool and the garden looked set and so did most of the food for tomorrow. By the time six o’clock came around, we were about as ready as ever. There were just the last-minute, fresh plates of food to arrive tomorrow along with the cake, and that was it.


    Hunter and I were exhausted and sweaty, so we decided to take a dip in the pool before dinner. “We worked well today.”


    I looked over to Hunter. He was on one side of the pool and me the other. We were both as far apart from each other as possible without it looking rude. I knew why we were both doing it. Any closer and I would pounce on him. It didn’t help that he was half naked, his hair all wet, and his bronzed skin twinkling in the sunlight. I didn’t care that it was pool water—I wanted to lick those droplets right off him.


    “We did. We make a good team.”


    “We do.”


    Awkward silence ensued as a staring match commenced. How the fuck was I going to get through the next few weeks?


    Hunter cleared his throat. “Do you fancy Chinese tonight? I can go order now if you’re hungry? It will give you a chance to... er... get a shower before it gets here.”


    Was “shower” a code word for a good wanking session? There had certainly been a lot of those since Hunter moved in. He knew it and so did I. Our bedrooms may have been quiet, but the bathroom walls left very little to the imagination.


    “Yes, I think I’m going to need one.”


    Hunter nodded with a slight laugh. “Yeah, me too. You want to go first?”


    I jumped out of the pool and grabbed my towel. “Okay.” I covered myself up and started walking—all the while knowing Hunter was watching my every move. It didn’t help the urge to walk over the there, plunge back in that pool, and rip his trunks off. In fact, the more I thought about it, the quicker my steps towards my room became.


    Once there, I let out a sigh and ripped the towel from me. I got in the shower, had the two W’s, and found a nice little floral number to put on. It was short enough to show my legs, but not short enough that one could see what I had had for breakfast that morning.


    Once ready, I put on some make-up, blow-dried my hair, and made my way downstairs.


    When I got there, I found Hunter lighting some candles and placing them on the table outside. On the table was a bottle of bubbly and two glasses. Hunter looked cool as a cucumber in a loose-fitting white shirt with a couple of buttons undone. Sporting that was a pair of navy shorts that hung perfectly at his hips. I could see the well-defined muscles on his calves as he leant over the table. It was hard to pry my eyes away from him.


    As I took another step toward him, Hunter noticed and looked up. When he saw me, he smiled, and I couldn’t miss the small perusal of my body. It made the hairs on my neck stand to attention.


    “They should be here in about ten minutes.” I nodded and watched as Hunter picked up the bottle of champagne. “I hope you don’t mind? I thought we deserved it after our hard day today. I think you deserve it especially because of all the hard work on your essay.”


    I huffed. “I wouldn’t have needed to work so much if it wasn’t for the fact I didn’t put too much effort into it in the first place.”


    Hunter tutted. “What have I told you about being too hard on yourself, AJ? Have a little faith in yourself. I know I do.”


    Squeezing my hands together, I went all shades of red. Luckily, Hunter didn’t notice as he was too busy popping the cork on the champagne. He eventually managed and poured us a glass each. He handed me mine and picked his up. We both kept our hands up for a toast.


    “To happy endings.”


    I bit my lip to stop the smile. I was expecting a big toast, but Hunter managed to nail it all in one sentence.


    I clinked his glass. “To happy endings.”


    Oh shit! More staring, another awkward silence and as if all that wasn’t bad enough, the sheer presence of Hunter made my knees start to tremble.


    Hunter was about to speak again when the doorbell rang. Thank fuck for small mercies.


    Hunter quickly placed his glass down on the table. “I’ll get that. You make yourself comfortable.”


    Ha! If I made myself any more comfortable, I would be riding your lap, sunshine. Phew, is it hot around here all of a sudden?


    I waved my hand in front of my face and took a seat at the table. Within a couple of minutes, Hunter emerged and placed the bag down. He took the contents out and started opening the containers. “Chicken with black bean for you.”


    I nodded. “Thanks.”


    He then opened his, and I saw he must have ordered sweet and sour balls. “What balls are those?”


    Hunter almost choked on the champagne he was sipping. He coughed a little and smiled at me. “Chicken.”


    I opted for chopsticks rather than a fork and picked a piece of chicken up. I placed it in my mouth and moaned. “Hmm, this is good.” Hunter stared at me, and I looked down at his balls again. I thought it best to change the subject. “So, do you like eating balls, Hunter?” I smiled mischievously at him, and he aimed one back at me. God, I was so going to be dead meat.


    “Listen, sweetheart, these are the only balls I will ever put near my mouth.”


    I pouted my lips in a smile—afraid I might laugh too hard otherwise. Hunter picked one up, placed it in his mouth, and I took that as my opportunity. “Can I taste one of your balls?”


    Hunter almost choked again, but gained his composure quickly. “AJ, are you trying to kill me?”


    I placed a hand on my chest. “Me? No, of course not. Why on earth would I want to do that? You wouldn’t give me your balls otherwise.”


    I laughed and it felt good. Even after the few shitty past few weeks I had just endured, I was already starting to have fun. I felt comfortable enough around Hunter to joke like that.


    “You, my darling, are pushing your luck with me.” He gave me a devilish smile and picked up a ball with his chopstick. “Here.” He motioned for me to come forward, so I leaned over the table. He placed it in my mouth and some of the juices spilled down my chin. Hunter wiped it with his finger and then licked the sauce off with his tongue.


    I seriously thought I had just had a mini-orgasm.


    “They’re nice, but not as good as mine. Here, try some.” I did the same with him and watched as he opened his mouth to accept the food. Shit, I was seriously losing it now. It was like torturous foreplay.


    Hunter chewed and shook his head. “Nah, not as good as my balls.”


    I burst out laughing. “I suppose they may be an acquired taste.”


    Hunter raised his eyebrow. “Really?”


    I nodded as I placed some more food in my mouth. “Hmm-mmm.”


    We sat in silence for a moment enjoying our food and sipping champagne. It was nice and relaxing. A little too relaxing. It made me want more of these nights with Hunter.


    “So, got any plans for the summer?”


    I shrugged. “I need to get a job so I can start earning my own money. My mum doesn’t like the idea though.”


    Hunter frowned. “Why not?”


    I shrugged again. “I don’t know. It may have something to do with the fact that we already have money. I just like paying my own way, that’s all.”


    Hunter smiled. “Understandable.”


    “What about you?”


    “There was some talk at Uni about us going on a beach trip to Spain for a few days.”


    I rolled my eyes, trying to feign disinterest when really my insides were twisting at the thought. “What, you mean an eighteen-to-thirties type thing?”


    Hunter straightened his posture. “What? No, of course not. Just a few days relaxing on the beach and getting some rays. Of course there will be drinking and maybe a club or two—definitely not eighteen-to-thirty clubs.”


    I smiled, but it didn’t help lighten my mood any. “You should go.”


    He shook his head. “I wouldn’t want to leave you.”


    Now it was my turn to straighten my posture. “Why ever not?”


    He gritted his teeth slightly. “I wouldn’t want to leave you here knowing that Robert was out there somewhere watching you.”


    I sighed. “If push comes to shove, I can stay with Mandy or Christian.”


    “Come with me.”


    My eyes widened. “What?”


    “Come with me... to Spain.”


    I laughed. “Hunter, I’m sure this little holiday doesn’t entail bringing any girls along. What would be the point in the boys’ holiday?”


    Hunter shrugged. “I don’t care. They can think whatever they fucking well like. If they don’t like it, they can fuck off. Besides, I’m sure if they knew I was bringing you, a couple with long-term girlfriends would end up bringing them along, too. I’m sure they would prefer it that way anyway. I would be doing them a favour by starting it.”


    I shook my head. “Hunter, I don’t think—” Just then my phone pinged loudly alerting me to a text. All conversation halted for now.


    “Go see who it is, and then we’ll finish off this conversation. I’m not taking no for an answer, AJ.”


    I rolled my eyes at him, but got up to check my phone. It was an email from my tutor.


    With my heart thumping, I opened it up. Maybe it was just an email to let me know she received it. She wouldn’t normally acknowledge it though.


    Once I read it, I gasped. “Oh my God!”


    Hunter shot up out of his seat. “What is it?”


    I looked up to Hunter’s expectant face. “I got an A star.”


    Hunter picked me up and spun me around. “I knew you could do it.” Once he placed me down, he gave me a big smacker on the lips. At first, we just stared at one another, and then he got all excited again. “Go, sit. I have something to show you.”


    I watched as he walked away. “What is it?”


    He pointed outside. “Go sit and I’ll show you.”


    I did as I was told and sat back down. I took another couple of bites of food and washed it down with my champagne.


    As I took my final gulp, Hunter emerged with a wrapped gift. It looked awfully like a jewellery box. “It’s for your birthday, but I was going to give this to you after the wedding. I figured with this good news, I may as well give it to you now.”


    I stared at Hunter, wide-eyed. “What is it?”


    He pointed. “Well, open it up and find out.”


    I picked it up and carefully started unwrapping. Sure enough, it was a turquoise Tiffany box. When I opened the box, I gasped. It was a silver Pandora bracelet with one charm already attached. When I picked it up, I found it to be a diamond ice cream cone.


    The tears welled, and this time, I wouldn’t stop them if they fell. “Hunter, it’s beautiful.”


    He pointed to the charm with a smile. “I thought you could collect nice memories. First one being how much you cherished each Friday with your father and the ice creams he bought you. In time, I’m sure we could add more.”


    When he said the word “we,” I couldn’t help the flurry of excitement in my belly. I knew that wasn’t what he meant, but it still sounded wonderful nonetheless.


    I stared in awe as Hunter placed the bracelet around my wrist. Once fastened, he looked at me. “I knew it would look beautiful on you.”


    How could he say those words and expect me not to cross that line? I knew it was wrong, but right now, I couldn’t think of anything else that felt so right.


    Without a word, I placed the box on the table, got up, and offered Hunter my hand. At first he just stared, but then he took it—no questions asked. I didn’t know if he knew what I was about to do, but I knew he would learn soon enough.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Twenty


    


    


    Without so much as a whimper, I took Hunter up the stairs with me. All dishes and glasses were left where they stood. I would deal with them later. For once, we came first. For the first time in a long time, this was for us.


    As we passed the threshold of my bedroom door, I could feel that electric charge between us. The one that was always there—slowly simmering in the background.


    As I turned to face him, his questioning eyes searched mine. Without looking down, I could tell he wanted this. He hadn’t even touched me yet, but the evidence was there if I chose to look.


    I didn’t. Instead, I let those eyes of his capture me with such force that I knew after tonight, he would win. He had me. He had always had me; I was just too stubborn to notice. After tonight, I would completely lose myself to Hunter. I knew this, but did it stop me? No. Because I was selfish. I needed this night. Even if I never had a night like this again, I would go away a happy woman. A completely lost woman, but a happy one.


    “AJ, I thought that with tomorrow, we—”


    I hushed him with my finger. “Tomorrow will come, but there’s still tonight.”


    He looked at me a moment, a pained expression on his face. “Are you sure?”


    I nodded. “You wanted my permission, Hunter. You have it. I’m asking you to take it. Take it all tonight, and don’t hold back.”


    “Fuck, AJ,” he whispered before closing the gap between us. I felt his toes climb over mine as he trapped me. I frowned, and he smiled. “Just in case you decide to run off.”


    I threw my hand around his neck and pulled his head down towards my lips. “I’m not going anywhere.” I kissed him once, then kissed him again. Before I could breathe, we had locked lips as our tongues began their slow dance. I was already lost in Hunter’s world. There was no going back for me.


    Hunter broke our kiss and stared at me for a while. His eyes were a darker shade of green... a lustful green. I could see his need to go slow, but there was an animalistic instinct that also roared at him to take me. Right then, I didn’t know which one I wanted to win.


    For a moment, we stood still but then Hunter’s hand came up, and he glided it down from my jaw-line to my neck. We both smiled as we remembered him wanting to do that on the phone with me in the changing room. His hand wandered further down my neck and across my collarbone. I closed my eyes, enjoying the pace, but also yearning for Hunter to hurry.


    As his hand glided towards my shoulder, he captured the string of my dress along the way and pulled it down along with him. He did the same with the other side, and pretty soon, the dress was hanging just above my breasts.


    “Bra?” Hunter was breathless as he looked down at them.


    I shook my head. “No.”


    Hunter groaned and closed his eyes. When he opened them, he tugged slightly at my dress strings, exposing my breasts to him. My nipples were erect, yearning for his touch.


    And he didn’t disappoint. With a hiss of his breath, Hunter bent down and suckled on my left nipple. I pulled my hand up, sliding it through his hair as he took me in his mouth.


    As he flicked his tongue, I moaned. “Hunter,” I breathed. Just that alone was too much, yet too little. I needed more.


    Hunter pulled back, giving me enough time to pull at his shirt. He let me pull it over his head, and, before too long, we were both bare from the waist up. For a moment, I took in the sight of him, marvelling at how beautifully toned he was. He had a swimmer’s body; there was no doubt about that. His arms were strong, and his shoulders were pronounced. I let my hands wander the length of his torso, coming in to kiss and nibble as I went along. Hunter moaned, squeezing my waist as I went.


    When his breathing picked up a notch, Hunter pulled me away and just stared at me again. He cupped my face in his hands and searched my eyes. “I can’t stop staring at you, AJ. You’re so beautiful.”


    I smiled. “You’re not too bad yourself.”


    Hunter laughed and dropped his hands. When he did, he looked at my dress riding on my hips. He placed one hand on each side. “Knickers?” I shook my head and he closed his eyes. “Fuck, AJ, I want to do this slowly, but you’re making it nearly impossible.”


    “Then, don’t.” I smiled, but he ignored me as he tugged on my dress. He followed it down to my feet, and I lifted one leg at a time to help him. He tossed the dress aside and grabbed my left calf. Pretty soon, he was trailing kisses around my knee and then my inner thigh. All I could do was moan and hope that he would hurry. I was practically dying.


    “Hunter, please.”


    Hunter laughed. “So impatient.” He got up soon enough and pointed to the bed. “Hop on, sweetheart.” I giggled and did as instructed, but Hunter frowned as if he remembered something. “Shit... be right back.”


    “Hunter, where are you—?” Before I could finish, he was out the door and was back in two seconds flat with a condom in his hand. Relieved, I laid myself back down and waited for Hunter to climb on top.


    He put the condom in his mouth as he undid his shorts. When they fell, I gasped. “I’m not the only one going commando, eh?”


    His cock sprung free to attention making me marvel at its size. I remembered just how big he was when we first had sex. I didn’t think he would disappoint at the time and boy had I been right.


    “I like to be ready for every occasion.” He winked at me. His mischievous smile faded as he climbed onto the bed.


    Our eyes locked once more, and again, I was lost to him. “Once I put this on, AJ, there’s no going back.”


    I nodded. “I know. I told you no holding back, and I meant every word. I’m ready for this, Hunter. I’ve been ready for a long time.”


    He edged between my legs and slowly lowered himself down on top of me. I could feel his cock digging into my stomach as his lips pressed against mine. When he pulled away, he started kissing my neck, and it was driving me crazy. “Hunter, please.”


    I heard a tremble of laughter as he pulled up. He grabbed the condom by his teeth and yanked. After he got it out, he offered it to me. “Do you want to put it on?”


    I was a bit apprehensive as I had never done that before, but thought I would give it a shot. I grabbed it off him and went to put it on. “Remember to hold the top as you slide it down. It stops the air from getting in.” I nodded and did as instructed. I fumbled a little, and I was also scared that I would hurt him, but Hunter never showed any signs of distress.


    It wasn’t long after I got it on the top that I managed to slide it down over him. Once I finished, I looked at my job well done and smiled.


    “You look like you’ve just created a masterpiece.”


    I looked up at Hunter’s smiling face. “Maybe I have.”


    Hunter leaned forward so our noses were touching. Again, all smiles were gone as he leant in to kiss me. “First me on top, then you. I need to feel you beneath me first.”


    “So there’s going to be another after this?” I smiled.


    “You fucking bet your arse, sweetheart. And there will be another and then another. You had better gear yourself up because sleep certainly isn’t going to be your friend tonight.”


    Oh boy!


    “Spread your legs for me, darling. I want to see that pussy of mine.” I did as instructed ignoring his reference of my pussy being his. “Fuck, you’re beautiful.” He grabbed his cock and placed it in position. I could feel him at my entrance and gasped when a little of him went inside. “Shit, AJ, you’re so tight.” He pushed forward again and this time all of him went in.


    For a moment, Hunter stayed still, resting his forehead on mine as he tried to catch his breath. “Do you realise how long I’ve been waiting for this?” He looked at me and I smiled. Hunter smiled back and came in for a kiss.


    He started moving, and, pretty soon, any small amount of initial pain faded away to pleasure and plenty of it. The way he moved inside me was the best feeling in the world.


    We moved like that for a while—our breathing harsh as sweat formed at our brows. “AJ, your pussy was meant for me. How I’ve lasted this long without you, I have no idea. Fuck!” Hunter immediately picked up speed, which had my body trembling in anticipation.


    Hunter grabbed my thigh and pulled it up allowing for deeper penetration. I cried out knowing that my orgasm was going to visit at any moment.


    “Let go for me, AJ.” He kissed me then slammed into me again and again. My eyes were starting to wander around the back of my head. The speed of this man was incredible.


    “Hunter!” I screamed as I felt it rising. My whole body grew rigid and as he thrust back into me one more time before I climaxed all around him. I screamed out his name as the orgasm just kept going.


    “Fuck, AJ, I can’t keep it in any longer. You feel too fucking good.” With that, he came, growling out my name before eventually collapsing on top of me.


    “Tell me again why we waited so long?”


    I could feel his hot breath at my neck. I giggled, thinking the same thing. “I really don’t know.”


    He pulled his head up to meet my eyes. “I didn’t do all that tonight because I was expecting this.”


    I nodded and touched his face. “I know you didn’t.” Hunter pulled out of me, making me wince a little. I turned over to my side and watched as he walked to the bathroom. With the condom disposed of, Hunter climbed back onto the bed and pulled me into his arms.


    “Do you know ... I’ve never cuddled like this after sex? It’s kind of nice.”


    “That’s because you’ve never done it with the right girl,” I blurted. God, I should really watch my mouth at times.


    At first there was silence, and I was going to make some joke about me being extra special, when Hunter interrupted. “Yeah, you’re probably right.”


    I played with his hairless chest and peeked up at him as he stroked my hair. “Is this really strange for you? I mean, I know the cuddling part is strange, but the parts that entailed us living together for the past two months, and my mum and your dad getting married tomorrow?”


    Hunter shrugged. “It’s only strange if we make it that way. Sure, we’ll be a family, but not by blood. We didn’t know when we first met just how much we would really mean to each other. No one is to blame in this. It’s just circumstance.”


    I bit my lip wondering if he would be that understanding if he knew what had happened between his father and me almost a year ago to the day. I would love to lay all cards out on the table, but I thought this was one thing Mason and I would have to bring with us to our graves. It was not like anything could ever be between Hunter and me anyway. Both of us had to live with that fact come the light of dawn.


    As if Hunter could sense what I was thinking, he spoke. “Do you really think after tomorrow we can go back to the way things were? Do you think we could just ignore what happened tonight?”


    I sighed. “I don’t know. I suppose we have to. Can you imagine what your dad and my mum would say?” I actually shuddered at the thought of my mother. I firmly believed she would do more than say something. The evidence on my arm convinced me of it.


    Again, as if he knew what I was thinking, Hunter started stroking the scar on my arm. “I know. I don’t fucking like it, but I know.”


    I pulled myself up to look at him more. “It’s not as if we would have a relationship anyway, is it? You only wanted me for one day. ‘One day’ you said and then you would have your say, remember?”


    Hunter cringed at my use of his words, but then leaned forward grabbing the back of my head. “I don’t think an eternity of days could ever be enough for me to get my fill of you.” He kissed me, and I melted into him. It wasn’t long before the kiss turned heated as his erection poked at my stomach.


    Hunter pulled away, breathless. “Another condom?”


    I nodded and watched as he got up. “Bring more than one.” I smiled.


    Hunter turned to me at the door. “Oh, I will, don’t you fucking worry about that, AJ.”


    He disappeared out of sight for a moment leaving me to wonder what the next day would bring. I supposed I wouldn’t have to wait long to find out.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Twenty-One


    


    


    Why does “the morning after” sound so sinister? I had no reason as to why, but I suppose it could have so many meanings in the cold light of day.


    For me, it was spent wrapped up in Hunter’s arms. I had been lying there awake for the last fifteen minutes, but couldn’t bring myself to get out of bed. I was too comfortable. That was what I kept telling myself. The real reason? I didn’t want this to end. I didn’t want us to have this awkward air between us because we finally crossed the line that should never have been crossed. I was in sweet, ignorant bliss after the most intense and satisfying sex session I have ever had in my life. We only stopped because Hunter ran out of condoms. I supposed that the next batch he bought would be for his next conquest. I didn’t know why it ached to think so, but by fuck, it pained my heart.


    With that last thought in my head, I decided it was now or never. It was the big day, and Hunter and I needed to get ready.


    As I made a move to leave, Hunter grabbed my wrist. “Where do you think you’re going?”


    I turned to look at him, but he still had his eyes shut. He was on his front, his head to the side facing me, and his hair was all messy from sleep. My God, he looked sexy as hell first thing in the morning.


    “It’s morning now, Hunter. We have to get ready for my mum’s and your dad’s big day.” I put my fist up in the air in mock salute. I was looking forward to this about as much as a zebra crossing a lion’s path.


    “Not yet.” He pulled me to him and I yelped as I fell backwards. “Do you realise how fucking hard I am for you this morning?”


    I rolled my eyes. “What is it with men and their morning glory?”


    “It hurts, baby. Make it better.”


    I laughed. “Hunter, are you dreaming? You still have your eyes shut.”


    Hunter moaned. “Don’t want to get up. Want to stay in bed with you all day.” He wrapped his arm around me pinning me to him. I could feel how hard he was and immediately I was ready for him if he wanted to push this.


    But then I remembered. “Hunter, no condoms left, remember?”


    He groaned again. “I’m clean, sweetheart. I can prove it to you.”


    I sighed and when I didn’t answer, he opened one eye. “What’s wrong?”


    I sighed again. “Hunter, I know it sounds crazy but doing it like that seems so intimate. I only ever thought I would go there when I started a long-term relationship. Nothing about us is going to be long-term—is it?” I didn’t know why I had ended that sentence with a question. There was no future for us, and I had to live with that fact.


    Hunter stared at me for a moment. He looked like he was having a hard time trying to figure out what to say. When it went on longer than necessary, I saved him.


    “Look, we have to get ready.” I looked at the time. “We have about two hours to get showered, dressed, and ready before the caterers arrive.”


    I moved away from him, but this time Hunter let me. He sighed behind me, and I couldn’t tell if it was in sadness or frustration. I didn’t want to stop to find out. Instead, I walked to my shower and stepped in once it was warm. I stayed like that for a while letting the lukewarm water trail down my skin. It was hot outside already and it was only eight o’clock.


    As I stayed there for a moment, wetting my hair, I let warm tears slide down my cheeks. I felt like a fool for crying, but I just couldn’t seem to keep the tears from falling.


    When I was finished in the shower, I stepped out, blew my nose, and inspected my puffy eyes. I really needed to put some make-up on and fast. I didn’t want Hunter to see me looking so upset.


    I brushed my hair, then my teeth, and went to work on my make-up. By the time I was putting it on, I could hear Hunter’s shower next door to me.


    Back to normal.


    In the couple of hours that passed, the mood was sombre, yet filled with an air of celebration as all the flowers, balloons, and ribbons were all set in their places.


    Shortly after, Mason arrived looking chirpy for someone who had been out on the town the night before.


    “Ayden, you’re looking beautiful. I see everything seems to be in order?”


    I nodded. “Yes, and thanks.” I looked down at my lilac chiffon dress. It was long, flowing, and very elegant looking. “I hope it’s appropriate for a wedding?” I giggled.


    “Of course. More than appropriate. How was your night last night, okay?”


    I felt a twinge in my stomach thinking about what Hunter and I had done the night before. “It was good, thanks. Hunter and I ordered take-out and lazed about for a bit on the sofa.” It was a total lie, and I knew it!


    Mason just nodded, completely oblivious. Meanwhile, I was becoming a paranoid freak. “Well, I just need to make a couple of phone calls. I will be back and maybe we can have a chat?”


    I frowned, and again I felt this paranoia in my gut. “Sure, Mason.”


    Mason nodded, walked off, and just at that moment, my phone pinged.


    Fuck Face: You look absolutely stunning.


    I smiled like an idiot, then looked up to find Hunter staring at me through the patio door outside. I sighed. He looked pretty amazing himself. He was wearing a tuxedo and boy did it suit him. It made me wish for a moment that there was no wedding and that Hunter and I were getting ready to go out somewhere. It would be nice to have a proper date for once.


    Me: You don’t look too bad yourself.


    I saw him look at his phone. He smiled and then started typing back.


    Fuck Face: I think I need to visit the pharmacy. We’re going to be alone later, remember... and for three whole weeks after that.


    My head snapped up to look at him. What was he implying? That we just continue a sexual relationship without any strings? I was conflicted. Although it sounded ever so tempting, I knew things between us were more than just physical. Well, on my part, for sure. I wasn’t sure what it was I felt, but I knew that, for me, the connection was more than just a good fuck.


    Me: I don’t know, Hunter.


    Fuck Face: Stop thinking, AJ. All I know is I won’t be able to live three weeks in this house without touching you. And I also know that once I do, I will push it further. I can’t stop thinking about you.


    The butterflies were going in my stomach again. I needed time to think, time to breathe.


    Without looking back up, I walked out to the front yard. There were too many people milling around the house, and it was starting to get claustrophobic.


    I walked up towards the main gates. I felt safer there—out of the way of everything.


    Fuck Face: Why did you run off?


    Me: I needed a breather.


    Fuck Face: From me?


    Me: No, never from you. I don’t know what to think. I’m just so confused.


    Fuck Face: I want you, AJ. It’s as simple as that. Do you want me?


    Me: I think you know the answer to that question.


    Fuck Face: Then why fight it?


    “Is everything okay?”


    I jumped out of my skin, dropping my phone in the process. I bent down with Mason and he picked it up for me. He briefly saw the screen and frowned.


    “Fuck Face?” He smiled at me, but my heart was beating like a drum.


    I coyly smiled back. “Yeah, it’s like a pet name.” I giggled nervously.


    “Whoever he is, do you like him?”


    Shit, if only he knew.


    “At the moment, it’s a little too early to tell.” I shifted nervously from one foot to the other.


    Mason nodded. “Okay. If it gets a little more serious, then feel free to invite him around for dinner, won’t you?”


    I almost choked at the mental image. “Erm, okay.”


    “Firstly, I just wanted to let you know that your uncle won’t be attending the wedding.”


    My eyebrow hitched. “Oh?”


    Mason nodded. “Yes, I spoke with him a few weeks back about his behaviour here at the party.” He sighed. “Listen, it’s none of my business, but the way he was with you was unacceptable. I told him that in no uncertain terms.”


    I started to panic a little. “Did you speak to my mother about it?”


    Mason shook his head. “I didn’t want to embarrass you any further or upset your mother. I just advised him to go away quietly and make up some excuse to your mum. He’s not welcome in this house anymore.”


    I breathed out a sigh of relief. “Thank you.”


    “Have you had any more problems with Robert?”


    I shook my head. “Surprisingly, no. Maybe he’s forgotten about me. Well, I hope he has.”


    Mason smiled. “Maybe.”


    Mason moved in closer, and I knew then he had something else to say. The uncomfortable look on his face was evident, so I knew it wasn’t going to be an easy one.


    He scratched his head. “How are you feeling about today?”


    I frowned. “What do you mean?”


    The uncomfortable look didn’t disappear. “You know with me and your mum getting married, and what happened between us.”


    My mouth formed an O, before I smiled. “There’s no need to worry, Mason. What happened between us was a year ago. Before you and my mum had ever met.”


    Mason nodded. “Yeah, I know. For some reason, though, it makes it more awkward—what with you being a virgin at the time and everything. I didn’t realise at the time—”


    I stopped him. “Mason, please don’t bring it up again. Like I said back at the penthouse, it’s water under the bridge. I want to move on, and I’m sure that’s what you want, too. It’s your wedding day. That’s what you should be concentrating on. I’m fine, Mason. Believe me. Just don’t ask me to call you Dad. That would be a little too sick.”


    Mason started laughing, and then he cringed. “Yeah, I think it would. I would never ask that under the circumstances.”


    I nodded. “Great. So are we good then?”


    Mason nodded. “Yep, we’re good. Do you mind if we hug on it? The moment we do the past will be forgotten and never mentioned again.”


    I walked up to him and opened my arms. “Deal.”


    We embraced quickly and pulled away. “Right, well I better get dressed. We only have another hour before the guests start to arrive.” He was starting to look nervous.


    I smiled. “Deep breaths and you’ll be fine.” Mason took a deep breath, laughed, and then he noticed the bracelet I was wearing.


    “That’s new, isn’t it?”


    My face reddened a little. “Yeah, it’s an early birthday present. I don’t celebrate my actual birthday.”


    Mason smiled sadly. “I understand.” He put his hands in his pockets and cleared his throat. “Well, I’ll see you later. Thank you for helping with the set up.”


    I smiled and watched as he started walking away. “No problem, Mason.”


    Fuck Face: What was that all about?


    I looked up and saw Hunter standing at the front door.


    Me: Your father wanted to make sure I was okay with him marrying my mother.


    Fuck Face: A bit late for that now!


    Me: Shut up, Hunter. You’re father was being a gentleman. You could learn a thing or two from that. :P


    Fuck Face: I don’t think anything about what we did last night was very gentlemanly.


    I giggled and made my way back to the house. As I got to the front door, Hunter made a quick perusal of my body. It made me shudder a little.


    “Fuck, that’s it. Tell Dad I’ll be back in ten.”


    Before I could ask him what was going on, Hunter ran past me, got in his car, started her up, and was out of the gates within thirty seconds.


    It took me all of about five seconds after that to realise what he was up to, and another split second after that to feel wetness pool between my legs. Added to that, I wasn’t wearing any knickers again. Call it me being subconsciously optimistic; I just seemed to want to be bare whenever I was around Hunter.


    As I gathered my thoughts, I walked back into the house and found Mason looking out of the window. “Where is Hunter going in such a hurry?”


    I shrugged. “He just said to tell you he’ll be back in ten.” When he nodded, I took that as my cue to ask. “Erm, Mason.”


    “Yes?”


    I breathed out a heavy sigh. “This is a little awkward, but did you and Mum sign a pre-nup?”


    He looked at me strangely. “Why do you ask? Are you afraid I’ll take your mother’s money?” He started laughing and so did I.


    “No, that’s not why I asked. You’re both wealthy. I just wanted to make sure you’ve both protected yourselves.”


    He looked at me for a moment without saying anything. I thought for a moment that I had really crossed the line and he was mad at me. But then he smiled. “Yes, both of us are protected. I know it’s not very romantic, but you have to these days, don’t you?”


    I bit my lip and nodded. “Yes.” I smiled to try and lighten the mood.


    Mason just nodded, and that was the end of the conversation. I went back to planting a fake smile on my face for my fake mother, and to pretended we were one big happy family.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Twenty-Two


    


    


    Everyone was in position and the ceremony was about to begin in the next ten minutes. I was fidgety and agitated about it and went inside quickly to visit the ladies. As I walked back out the door, I heard the buzzer sound. Whoever it was had some explaining to do. The wedding was going ahead in less than ten minutes.


    I rushed to the intercom and looked through the camera. A lady, who looked to be in her forties with chestnut brown hair and legs that went on forever stood looking at the camera.


    “Hello,” she squealed.


    “May I ask who this is?”


    She smiled. “I’m Hunter’s mother. Are you the stepsister?”


    I cringed, both for Hunter and for her referring to me as his stepsister. “Yes, can I ask why you’re here? The wedding’s about to take place.”


    She looked apologetic. “Oh, I’m sorry. I just wanted a very quick word with my son.”


    I sighed. “Hold on a sec.”


    I took my finger off of the button and wondered what the hell I should do. With Hunter outside, I thought it best to try and resolve the situation myself. I didn’t want to stress him out unnecessarily.


    So I rushed out the door and to the gates. I quickly opened them up and found Hunter’s mum standing there. “Hi,” she said, extending her hand to me. “I’m Laura Davenport. Nice to meet you.” She quickly made her appraisal of me as I shook her hand. “You’re quite the pretty one, aren’t you? Is Hunter here?” She started poking her head over my shoulder.


    “Hunter is busy. Can’t this wait until tomorrow? It’s a very important day for us all today.”


    Laura smiled. “Quite. I just wanted to see him. It will literally only take two minutes of his time.” She suddenly looked past me and smiled.


    “Mum, what are you doing here?”


    I turned and saw Hunter glaring at his mother. He looked at me briefly and then back towards her.


    “I just wanted to see you... to talk to you.”


    I bit my lip, worrying for Hunter. “I explained that the wedding was happening now and asked if she could come back another time.”


    Hunter turned to me. “I’ll handle this. Just get back to the ceremony.”


    I bit my lip. “Are you sure?”


    Hunter gave me a tight smile. “I’m sure. I’ll be back in two minutes, okay?”


    I nodded and went back inside. I wasn’t sure why it was so important that she had to see him now. I supposed Hunter went along with it because he didn’t want to cause trouble for his dad on his wedding day.


    As I jogged back inside, I saw my mother at the top of the stairs. She smiled, which was unusual, so I went up to her. “Are you almost ready?”


    She nodded. “Yes, thank you. You’re looking very pretty today, Ayden.”


    My eyes nearly widened. My mother was paying me a compliment without a sarcastic tone? That was a first.


    “Thank you. You look beautiful, Mum.” And she did look beautiful. She was wearing a white dress, but it wasn’t a proper white dress in the traditional sense. It was a long figure-hugging dress. Her blonde hair was a mass of waves, and her blue eyes sparkled with happiness. She looked every bit how a bride should look on her wedding day. Happy.


    My mum took a deep breath and straightened her dress. “I’m so nervous. I still have two minutes before I have to be down there, but every second feels like an hour.”


    I smiled. “You’ll do well, Mum. You’re marrying the man you love. It can’t get better than that, now can it?”


    She shook her head. “No, it can’t.” She then looked at my hands. “Where are your flowers?”


    “They’re on the kitchen diner. I’ll grab them on our way down.” I looked at the time. We had one minute, and Hunter was still nowhere to be seen.


    She nodded. “Okay. I can’t wait anymore. Let’s get moving now. It will probably take me over a minute to walk down these steps anyway. Can you run ahead and let me know if everyone is ready?”


    I nodded my head, ran downstairs, and briefly looked outside. The gate was still open, but there was no sign of Hunter. He had better get his arse back soon.


    Knowing I couldn’t wait any longer, I ran outside to find everyone still in position. I saw Mason standing in his place and when he saw me, he gave his thumbs up in question. I returned the thumbs up and went running back to my mum. Hunter was still outside, and my heart was hammering for him. Pretty soon, Mason would notice that his son wasn’t there. Thank God he chose his best mate, Stan, to be his best man. Yes, there were a number of jokes made on that one.


    After telling my mum all was okay, she led the way out into the garden. I picked my flowers up and followed behind her. Of course, I was her bridesmaid, but I wasn’t exactly ecstatic about it.


    The music started just as my mum stepped out. Mason’s posture picked up, and he smiled brightly as she walked down the aisle. When she was next to him, I stood to the side and just as everyone was asked to sit down, Hunter ran in. Mason noticed, gave him an unamused look, and Hunter mouthed sorry. He then looked at me, and I thought he could see the questions in my eyes. Hunter just nodded.


    


    *****


    


    The ceremony went as well as could be expected, and the reception was in full swing after the best man’s speech. The cutting of the cake was taking place in an hour, which gave people plenty of time to fill their faces full of food, dance, and drink.


    As I stood by the bar at the pool, I sipped my champagne and watched as Hunter strolled towards me. We hadn’t had any time to chat since his mother arrived, so I was naturally anxious to talk to him.


    “Was everything okay?”


    Hunter grabbed a glass of scotch and stood next to me. “She wanted money, and I couldn’t get rid of her. She obviously chose this day of all days to show up on purpose.”


    I sighed. “I’m sorry, Hunter. What did you do?”


    He ran a hand over his face. “She wouldn’t go no matter how much I tried. I just wanted to get back to the wedding. In the end, I wrote her a cheque for ten grand. She seemed happy enough to go after that.”


    I sagged my shoulders. “Oh, Hunter.”


    He shook his head. “I didn’t know what else to do.” He looked defensive.


    “I’m not blaming you. You acted in the best interest of your father at the time. No one will judge you for it. I just hope she is using the money to better herself like she said she would.”


    Hunter gave me a light smile. “Me, too.” He looked at me briefly before speaking again. “Anyway, enough about my mum. What did you think of the wedding?”


    I shrugged again with a smile. “I think it went as well as it could.”


    We both looked over at my mum and Mason. They were laughing and my mum placed her head on his shoulder for a moment.


    “They look happy,” Hunter observed.


    I nodded. “Yes, they do.”


    “Are you happy, AJ?”


    His question stunned me somewhat. I was too busy looking at the married couple when he asked, so I turned to him. “Why do you ask?”


    Hunter smiled. “That’s not answering the question.”


    I sighed and thought for a moment. “If you’re referring to the here and now, then, yes, I guess I am happy.”


    Hunter nodded with a smug smile. “Good. Me, too.” He then pointed to where everyone was dancing. “Would you like to dance with me?”


    I raised my eyebrow at him. “There’s no Usher this time.” It was actually the start of Chris de Burghs’ “Lady In Red.”


    “I know, but I would like to dance with you. Would you dance with me, AJ?”


    I placed my drink on the bar and smiled back at him. “Well, when you ask me so politely, how could I refuse?”


    He offered me his hand, so I accepted with a smile. Hunter held me in place, and we began to sway to the music. Pretty soon, Hunter had his mouth to my ear. “I think Chris has this covered for me tonight. You look beautiful.”


    I closed my eyes for a moment, trying not to get myself lost in him. It was pretty hard not to when he spoke to me like that. In public we had to pretend that we were just stepbrother and stepsister having a dance at their parent’s wedding. Nothing more, nothing less.


    “Thank you,” I whispered back, breathlessly.


    “Do you know how hard it is for me not to kiss you right now? I can’t stop thinking about last night.”


    I sighed with a smile. “Me neither.”


    “Have you thought anymore about the holiday in Spain?”


    I must admit with everything that had happened since, I never gave it a second thought. “No, but I do think you should go. You know... just the boys. I would only be spoiling it for all of you.”


    Hunter pulled away and looked at me with a smile. “You could never spoil anything, AJ. Besides, I want you there. I enjoy your company.”


    I couldn’t help the silly smile. “I enjoy yours, too.” I bit my lip, and Hunter looked straight at my lips.


    “Then, what do you say? Come away with me to Spain. My father would have a fit with me anyway if I left you on your own. That’s not the reason why I asked you to come, though; I want you there with me.”


    I nodded, giving in. I would have said yes anyway. I really didn’t like the thought of being away from Hunter. That thought should have scared me to death, but right then, I didn’t care. “Okay, Hunter. I would love to go with you to Spain.”


    Hunter quickly spun me around making me giggle. “Thank you, AJ. You won’t regret it.”


    The song quickly ended, and another quickly started. This time it was “Careless Whisper” by Wham.


    “Can I cut in? I would like a dance with my stepdaughter before I leave.” Mason smiled at Hunter, and Hunter offered him my hand.


    “Sure thing, Dad.” Hunter smiled at me as Mason placed a hand on my waist. Pretty soon, Hunter was heading to the bar for a drink.


    “You better watch he doesn’t get up to no good while we’re away in the Caribbean.” He smiled cheekily at me.


    “I’m sure I can rein him in. He’s also just convinced me to go to Spain for a week.”


    Mason nodded his acceptance. “Good. I don’t like the thought of you being here alone with that Robert about.”


    “I would have probably stayed with a friend though, so I’m sure I would have been fine.”


    Mason smiled. “Yes, but better a week in Spain, don’t you think?”


    I laughed, and he chuckled with me. “Yeah, I suppose you’re right.”


    “We’ll be cutting the cake soon and then we have to be off to our hotel. We have an early start to catch the plane tomorrow morning.”


    I nodded. “Yes, of course. The wedding was lovely, by the way. If I ever get married, I hope to have a wedding like this.”


    Mason stared into my eyes for a moment. “I’m sure you’ll have that one day, Ayden. At the moment, you are young. Live life and enjoy the moments while you can because, before you know it, you may have let opportunities pass you by.”


    I chuckled a little. “You are full of sentiments today, aren’t you, Mason?”


    Mason laughed. “I guess getting married does that to you.”


    I looked over at Mum who was chatting to a friend of hers. “I really hope you’re both happy, Mason. I mean that.”


    Mason briefly looked over to my mum and smiled. “Me, too.”


    The song soon ended, and Mason went back to be with my mother. About half an hour after that, the cake cutting commenced with lots of photographs being taken. There were a few taken of me and Hunter, which I was looking forward to seeing when they were ready. He looked pretty amazing in a tux.


    About an hour after that, Mason and my mother were on their way to the hotel. I gave them both a brief hug and told them to enjoy their honeymoon. I wasn’t sure what on earth had gotten into my mum. Maybe marrying Mason was truly changing her. One could only hope.


    As the partygoers dwindled, Hunter and I commenced our staring contest. He was at the bar drinking, and I was standing by the patio doors, glass of champagne in hand. Across the dancers, we would stare—a look that was full of promise. I was an idiot. I knew what Hunter was planning after everyone went, but instead of fighting it, I was welcoming it with open arms. I wanted him to fuck me. Just the sore tingles between my legs from last night were fuelling that fire. I had a taste of Hunter, and now I wanted more.


    As Hunter and I started tidying up, and the caterers finally left, more people started leaving in droves. We continued to look at each other now and then. It was almost as if we couldn’t help ourselves.


    As the last guest left and the security gate shut, Hunter shut the front door and pushed me up against it, catching my mouth in a kiss. “I didn’t know if they would ever fucking leave.” Hunter pulled up my dress with one hand and squeezed my thigh.


    I moaned out loud, “Hunter.”


    “Fuck, I love it when you say my name. Say it again.”


    I closed my eyes as his hand started to wander. “Hunter.”


    When he got to my pussy, he groaned. “No knickers again. Fuck. I need to be inside you now, AJ. I can’t wait any longer. I’ve waited too fucking long to be inside you again.”


    Hunter pulled at his bow tie letting it fall around his neck. He then put his hand in his pocket and pulled out a condom. While he was ripping the packaging, I quickly went to work undoing his trousers. When they slid down, his cock sprung free. I cocked my eyebrow. “Seems I’m not the only one going commando again, eh?”


    Hunter smiled mischievously. “Like you, I want to be ready for anything.”


    “Well, it wouldn’t be a good idea to get run over by a bus,” I joked.


    Hunter smiled as he placed the condom on. “Baby, the only thing I want ‘run over’ is my tongue over your clit. This is going to be hard and fast. Are you ready for me?”


    I chuckled a little. “Oh, I am so fucking ready, Hunter. See for yourself.”


    As instructed, Hunter placed his fingers at the entrance of my pussy. “So fucking wet. Do you realise how much that turns me on?” He pulled his fingers away and licked my juices off his fingers. Man did that get me even wetter. “Fucking delicious,” he growled, as he claimed my mouth again.


    Within a millisecond, Hunter had me propped up against the door and was pressing his cock at my entrance. He stared at me a moment, our breaths coming fast, and without another word, Hunter entered me.


    Hunter cursed under his breath. “Are you okay, sweetheart? Fuck, you’re so tight.”


    I nodded. “I’m fine. Keep going.”


    Hunter didn’t need any encouragement. He pounded me up against the front door so violently that it started to shake.


    “I can’t get enough of your pussy, AJ. Fuck. You feel so good.”


    I moaned out loud—letting the feeling of him inside me take over. “Oh God, Hunter. That’s it, right there. Harder.” I wasn’t sure where he got his strength from; he was like a man possessed. All I could do was let Hunter take over completely, and it felt absolutely amazing.


    From this angle, his thrusts were more penetrative and every time he hit a certain spot, I could feel tingles spreading through my body. The tingles that announced an orgasm at any moment.


    “Hunter... I’m going to... ”


    “Let go, sweetheart. I’ve got you.”


    With his words ringing in my ears, my orgasm came quickly. It wracked my body causing me to violently tremble. “Oh God, Hunter!” I screamed as it just kept coming and coming.


    “Fuck, AJ, I’m not going to last much longer myself. You feel too fucking good. I can feel you coming on my cock,” he growled out, thrust himself in me a couple more times and then came inside me shouting my name. “Shit, AJ.”


    He came in to kiss me one more time before resting his head on my shoulder. I could feel his hot breaths at the base of my neck as he took his time trying to calm down.


    Eventually, he pulled out of me and set me down before taking the condom off and disposing of it in the bin.


    Once he pulled his trousers up, he turned to me. “Sleep with me in my bed tonight. Please.”


    With his hair all tousled, his eyes all sparkly, and the tux that fit him like a god, how could I possibly say no?


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Twenty-Three


    


    


    Almost two weeks had gone by and what a two weeks they had been. Despite our resolution to keep our distance, Hunter and I had been doing anything but. We practically lived at home twenty-four-seven—only occasionally leaving to see friends, go get food, and buy more condoms. Hunter was insatiable. When we were alone, he would be constantly touching me. It wasn’t necessarily in a sexual way; it was sometimes more affectionate than that. He would play with my hair absentmindedly as we lay together by the pool reading, or run his fingers up and down my arm as we sat and ate breakfast together in the morning. We were becoming quite the domestic couple, which both frightened and excited me all at the same time.


    My birthday came and went, and I was glad that Hunter never pushed it on me. Instead, he suggested we visit my father’s grave together. It was something I always did on my own, but it was nice to have the offer of company. At first, I was a little sceptical, but then the thought of him holding my hand while we were there made me say yes. I was so glad I did, as Hunter was amazing. He gave me space when I needed it and offered me his shoulder when I cried. Despite it being thirteen years later, it was still as fresh and sore as the very first day. Being with Hunter just made it more bearable.


    By this time, I was acutely aware that the magic we had would be lost in just over a week’s time. I had no time to dwell on that too much because our holiday to Spain had been booked. I had been packing all morning, and Hunter arranged everything, so it was just a matter of bringing myself, my passport, and some clothes. Hunter told everyone that we would meet them at the hotel, so Hunter and I could be by ourselves on the plane. He had this twinkle in his eye, which I knew meant trouble.


    I found out why the minute I got up to use the toilets midway. We were right at the back of first class with the toilets directly behind us. With our position so conveniently located, it was easy for Hunter to follow me in.


    “Hunter, what are you doing?”


    Hunter shut the door behind him, got a condom out of his pocket and smiled. “What do you think I’m doing? I’ve always wanted to join the mile high club.”


    I gasped. “Hunter, we’ll get into trouble.”


    He unzipped his trousers, pulling out his cock. “Do you really want to say no to this?”


    He was hard and looked fucking gorgeous. Despite my misgivings, I just gave in.


    “Are you wearing any knickers?” I shook my head and Hunter smiled. “Turn around for me, baby.”


    I did as I was told and felt cool air hit me as Hunter pushed up my dress. “From now on, when I’m around, I want you in dresses and no knickers. Got it?”


    I hummed my approval because, by now, the adrenaline was kicking in. When I didn’t answer, Hunter smacked my arse. “Got it?”


    “Oh, God... yes!”


    Hunter laughed. “You’re a kinky little thing, aren’t you?”


    I moaned, “Hunter, just shut up and fuck me.”


    He didn’t disappoint.


    


    *****


    


    Once we were done, we carefully looked outside. As soon as we both thought the coast was clear, we walked out. Just as we did, one of the stewards caught us. My face flamed as he stared at us. At first he didn’t look amused, but when he saw no one was there, he just smiled.


    “Enjoy the rest of your flight.”


    I exhaled a breath. “Thank you.”


    Hunter and I ventured back to our seats giggling like idiots. I was already enjoying myself, and we hadn’t even gotten there yet. With Hunter, everything just seemed so easy. I felt more relaxed and comfortable with him than anyone I had come into contact with. Not even Mandy could come close as far as that was concerned. Apart from the sex, Hunter was quickly becoming the closest friend I had ever had.


    Once we landed in Fuerteventura, we waited for our bags and quickly hailed a cab to take us to the hotel. The hotel itself was five star, so I knew it was going to be quite lavish.


    “Who’s going to be there, Hunter?”


    Hunter had hold of my hand at the back of the taxi and was looking out the window at the sights. Once I spoke, he looked at me. “There are five guys and two girls. One of them is a girlfriend and the other a sister. Jeffrey’s sister, Lindsay, has a crush on my mate, Darren, so that should be interesting.” He winked at me and smiled.


    “I hope they all don’t hate me for tagging along.”


    Hunter’s eyes widened. “Fuck no! In fact, David was pleased when I told him because he really wanted to bring his girlfriend, Carly, along. They’re kind of really into each other at the moment.” He shrugged his shoulders and looked at me shyly. The whole time we stared, all I could think about was how really into Hunter I was. These feelings I had—whatever they were—were growing inside of me with each passing day.


    I wasn’t sure what would happen once we got to the hotel, but I knew all intimacy between us would cease. I assumed Hunter had booked two rooms, and, despite the fact that I would miss having him with me all the time, I knew it would be for the best. So, I was surprised when we got there to find that Hunter had booked the best room in the hotel—and not only that—I was meant to be staying with him.


    “Hunter, what will the others say?”


    He shrugged. “Let them say what they fucking like. Besides, it has two bedrooms. One of which will not be used. Got it?” I gave him a cheeky smile and nodded. “Unless, of course, you want to fuck in it.”


    “Hunter!” I screeched, hitting him as he laughed.


    “I couldn’t help that one. Your face, AJ.”


    I was busy shaking my head when I saw someone coming towards us in the corner of my eye. “Hunter the grunter, we’re so glad you could grace us with your presence.” Whoever he was patted Hunter on the back before looking at me. He did a quick leering sweep, landing on my legs a little bit longer than necessary before coming back up. For a preppy boy, he wasn’t bad looking. He had blond hair and blue eyes. He would have looked just like a surfer if it wasn’t for the fact that he was dressed to impress with a shirt and khaki trousers. Doesn’t he realise he’s on holiday?


    “And this must be Ayden. Nice to meet you at last.” He grabbed my hand and kissed the back of it. “Hunter has been hiding you from us, and now I can see why.” He winked at me, and Hunter bashed his shoulder.


    “Hey, do you seriously want me to beat the fucking shit out of you, Scott?”


    Scott put his hands up in surrender. “Ooooh, a bit tetchy, big brother. I didn’t know you had already staked a protective claim over her.”


    I could tell Hunter was really finding this difficult. If he was like this only five minutes after arriving, how was he going to cope the rest of the holiday?


    “Yes, well, Ayden sticks with me this holiday, so no fucking touching.”


    Hunter was distracted by the receptionist giving him the room key, and in that moment, Scott rolled his eyes. He then walked up to me and leaned in. “I can understand why he wants to keep you close, Ayden. He’ll certainly have a job on his hands this holiday, though. The sun is shining and men get a little too hot under the collar if you know what I mean.” He tapped his finger to his nose and winked.


    I just shrugged with a smile. “I’m not interested in that here. I just want to relax and soak up some rays.”


    “Are you ready, AJ?”


    I nodded and looked at Scott. “Nice to meet you, Scott. No doubt we’ll be seeing each other soon.”


    I walked off and heard him shout, “Oh, I sincerely hope so.”


    I giggled and watched Hunter grimace a little as he carried our cases. “Do you want some help?”


    Hunter shook his head. “No. What I want is for you to not flirt with my friends in front of me. Is that too much to ask?”


    I gasped. “You think I was flirting with him?”


    We got in the lift and he pressed the top button. “Oh, nice to meet you Scott. No doubt we’ll be seeing each other soon.” He then puffed out a bit of air.


    I started laughing at the absurdity. “Hunter, I was just being nice.”


    He looked at me a moment before the lift doors opened. “Well, be a bit less nice.”


    I followed after him unable to comprehend how silly he was being. “Be less nice... be less nice?”


    “Did you hear me stutter?”


    I threw my hands up in the air as we reached a door. Hunter put the key card in and opened the door. He grabbed the bags and walked in. I walked in after. “You’re being a prick, Hunter. Do you know that?”


    Great. The holiday hadn’t even started and already we were having a fight. I hadn’t even had time yet to take in how huge the place we were staying in was. I did manage to clock the Jacuzzi on the balcony though. Nice.


    “I don’t think it’s a lot to ask considering I’m currently fucking you.”


    I gasped again. “Hunter, where do you get off talking to me like that? I’m not some puppet you can pick up and use whenever you feel like it. Besides, I don’t recall you ever saying you wanted to be exclusive. That means I can flirt with whomever I want.”


    Hunter closed his eyes and gritted his teeth. “Fine, you fucking flirt with whoever you want, and I’ll do the same then.”


    I crossed my arms. “Fine!” Yes, we had regressed into childhood.


    “Fine!” he growled back, but then he looked at me, and when he looked at me, I saw it. That fire—that spark—that was always guaranteed to be a panty-wetter.


    Hunter was soon on his toes, racing towards me. He crushed his lips to mine and pushed me back into one of the bedrooms.


    We had what I can only describe as angry sex. I had never had that before. I knew Hunter and I came close that time we argued in the car over Trey, and boy did I realise what I had missed. It was explosive.


    Once we calmed, Hunter pulled me into his arms. “I’m sorry I got mad. I just get so fucking angry at the thought of you with another guy. It’s stupid, I know, but it’s the truth. I can’t help the way I feel.”


    I looked up, placing a hand on his chest and placing my chin on top of it. “Hunter, I’m not interested in any other guys. All I want is you. I swear I wasn’t flirting with Scott. I’m not interested in him. I’m not interested in anybody. You’ve put a stop to that.”


    Hunter smiled. “Can’t get enough of my cock, huh?”


    I nudged him. “It’s a bit more than that, and you know it.”


    Hunter laughed. “I know. I was only kidding.” We smiled at each other as we fell silent for a moment. “Does this mean you forgive me?”


    I nodded with a smile. “Yeah, I think so.”


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Twenty-Four


    


    


    It was day four into our holiday, and I was loving every minute of it. After the argument and make-up sex, we went in search of all his friends. We found them at the bar already half-cut by the looks of things. I was introduced one by one to them. Scott needed no introductions, but I met Jeffrey and his sister, Lindsay. Jeffrey was quite shy, but his sister was a little more outgoing. She was pretty with auburn hair and brown eyes. She was only a year younger than I, but she seemed to have a good head on her shoulders. We got on with each other from the get-go, but Carly—not so much. She seemed too into David to care about anyone else. In fact, I would go so as far as to say that she didn’t want us around them. David was a different story, though. He was very friendly and spoke often within the group. Hunter’s other friends, Paul and Jacob, were both friendly as well, but were a little quieter than David, Darren, and Hunter were. You could definitely tell who the alpha males were in the group.


    Hunter sat next to me on every occasion. At times, he would forget himself and put his arm around me. The others noticed, but never said anything about it. They probably thought he was just being affectionate. I know Hunter found it hard, though. The way he was in the lift back up to his room and the sex afterwards told me as much. He was like a man who had gone without food for the whole day. I certainly wasn’t complaining though.


    “The guys were talking about going water skiing, but I’m not so keen. What about you?”


    I turned to Lindsay and shook my head. “No, not really.”


    Lindsay smiled. “Do you fancy staying on the beach with me then? The boys can go off and have their fun together.”


    I nodded with a smile. “Yes, I would like that.”


    Soon afterwards, Hunter also told me about the water skiing. “No thanks, Hunter. I would like to stay with Lindsay and soak up some more rays. You go and have some fun. I’ll see you back at the hotel later.”


    Hunter looked unsure. I knew he wanted to argue with me, but he also knew how bad it would look if he did. It kind of made me smile.


    “Okay... As long as you’re sure?”


    I nodded. “I am.”


    Hunter looked at his watch. “The booking is at six, so we should be back at the hotel at eight. Meet me there then?” I nodded, and he leaned forward to kiss me. He soon stopped and just waved. “See ya.” He ran off with the rest of them, leaving Lindsay and I on the beach together.


    “I’m not sure if I’m being nosy here, but I could swear that you and Hunter have a bit more than just a step-sibling relationship. He’s all nervous around you when you’re with us. It’s almost like he has itching powder on his hands... He’s so desperate to touch you. Say if I’m out of order, but I just wanted you to know. I swear I won’t say anything if it’s true.”


    I looked over at Lindsay in silence for a moment. I liked her and from what I could tell from these last few days, she seemed trustworthy enough. Two days ago, I was talking with Darren, and I kept saying how fantastic and pretty Lindsay was, trying to get him to agree. I even started winding him up by saying how much the boys kept looking at her on the beach and in the clubs. I could tell Darren didn’t like it. I was pushing him, and he and Lindsay both knew it. I was determined that—before the holiday was out—Darren would at least give Lindsay a kiss. She deserved one from him.


    Lindsay, of course, had been eternally grateful for my meddling, so I could hardly be angry at her for doing the same. Besides, it was so hard keeping me and Hunter a secret. I felt I might burst if I didn’t tell someone soon.


    I sighed, giving myself away. “It’s true. We’ve been seeing each other.”


    Lindsay gasped. “I knew it.”


    “You can’t say anything, though.”


    She shook her head. “No, of course not. You have my word.”


    I smiled. “Thank you.”


    “So how long has it been going on for?”


    I bit my lip. “Well, you’re not going to believe this, but Hunter and I met before I knew who his dad was. We had already slept together by the time my mum and his dad made the announcement.”


    Lindsay stared off towards the sea. “Wow. That just seems so unreal. I mean, what are the odds of that happening?”


    I laughed sarcastically. “I know.”


    “So what, you just carried on sleeping together as soon as he moved in?”


    I laughed again. “No, it wasn’t like that. We tried to fight it, but in the end, it was no use. We only just started again about three weeks ago.”


    “Wow, you must have been like animals once you eventually got together.”


    I chuckled at that, but she was actually wrong. Our first time, the night before the wedding, was not just a hurried fuck. It seemed special somehow, though I knew I shouldn’t think like that.


    “Oh my God, it must be so strange having a stepbrother who’s in love with you.”


    At first it didn’t register, but then the word “love” kept ringing in my ears. “Wait, what?”


    She looked at me and rolled her eyes. “I mean, come on. Do you not see it? I totally see it. He’s one hundred percent smitten with you, Ayden.”


    I shook my head. “No, that’s wrong. Hunter is a player and has always told me there could never be anything more. I accepted that.”


    Lindsay manoeuvred herself, so her back was facing the sun. She was nearer to me, so we could talk more privately. “You don’t think at some point this relationship you have is going to come to a head? It has to. Either one of you will break it off, which I personally think will end in tears, or you’re going to have to both face up to reality.”


    I turned to my side to face her. “And that is?”


    “That you love each other, and you’re going to have to come out. If that happens, then you’ll have to face the consequences at home.”


    I cringed. The last thing on my mind was what my mum and his dad would think. That would be a whole other nightmare in and of itself. What was really bothering me the most was Lindsay saying that Hunter and I loved each other. I did enjoy his company, the sex was fantastic, and I did miss him when he wasn’t around, but did that really mean it was love?


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Twenty-Five


    


    


    I was on edge after the chat Lindsay and I had together. I kept going over the conversation in my head, and the more I did, the more paranoid I became.


    “I don’t love Hunter. That’s ridiculous.”


    No one answered, and no one would. I was sitting on our bed in the hotel room—the same bed in which Hunter and I must have gone through every Karma Sutra position known to man.


    “It’s just the sex. The sex is good... mind-blowing in fact. The sex is really quite spectacular.” I nodded to myself. “Yeah, it’s just great sex. Hunter and I have great sex, and that is it.”


    It was only then that I realised I was sitting there talking to myself. “Shit, what is wrong with me?”


    Shaking myself out of it, I got up to get a shower and looked at the time. It was after eight, so Hunter should have been back a while ago. I was worried a little, but the prospect of Hunter coming in the shower with me spiked me into action. “Yeah, it’s just the sex.”


    Once I was done showering, I turned it off, disappointed that Hunter never came in with me. “Hunter, are you back yet?”


    I was met with silence. Maybe he was having a drink with the guys at the bar. I was hungry though, so I hoped he wouldn’t take too long.


    I got myself dressed, put some light make-up on, and did my hair. By the time I was ready, it was eight forty-five.


    “Where is he?”


    As I asked this, a knock on the door came. I rushed over, thinking Hunter had forgotten his key, but it wasn’t Hunter. It was Jeffrey, and he didn’t look very happy.


    “Jeffrey, what’s wrong?”


    “Is Hunter here?”


    I started panicking. “What do you mean ‘Is Hunter here?’ I thought he was with you guys?”


    He ran his hands over his face. “Well, that’s the thing. We were out with him, and then he received a phone call. He took off after that, and no one knows where he is. We’ve all tried calling him, but it just goes straight to voicemail.”


    I ran back into our room and dug in my bag for my phone. I had switched it off because roaming calls were so expensive. When it loaded up, I started getting stupid alerts about how much it would cost being Spain. But then I saw a voicemail message. I quickly connected and listened.


    “Ayden, it’s Mason. Call me as soon as you get this.” He immediately hung up.


    “Fuck!” I tried ringing Mason back, but his was going straight to voicemail too. I then tried Hunter’s phone. Exactly the same, so I texted him.


    Me: Hunter, please tell me where you are? I’m going out of my mind here.


    “What’s going on?”


    I looked up, having forgotten that Jeffrey was still with me. “I don’t know. No one’s answering their damn fucking phones.”


    Jeffrey came up to me and grabbed my shoulders. “It’s okay. Take deep breaths. Hunter does this sometimes when he’s pissed at something. He’ll eventually come round.”


    I shook my head. “I don’t know. Mason is trying to call me, too. Something bad has happened. I can feel it.”


    I felt the tears coming down my face as I tried to scramble in my mind as to what it could be. Maybe Mason had found out about us, and he’s really laid into Hunter about it. But then, why hasn’t he come back to me? Why hasn’t he rung me, texted me—anything to let me know what’s happened?


    At first, I didn’t know what to do. I certainly couldn’t sit in this room all night. I needed to get out and find him.


    “I’m going to look for him.”


    Jeffrey nodded. “I’ll grab the boys, and we’ll help you.”


    I snatched up my bag and placed my phone and key card inside. “I’ll meet you all in the foyer.”


    Jeffrey nodded and rushed off. I grabbed a pen and paper and wrote Hunter a note.


    


    Hunter,


    


    If you see this, please call me. I’m worried about you.


    


    AJ. xx


    


    I placed it on our bed and rushed for the lift. It felt like an age before it came, and when it did, it felt like another age for it to get down to the ground floor. Once there, I looked in the bars and the swimming pool areas just in case, but Hunter wasn’t anywhere in sight. It was well after nine now, so people were out eating and drinking. Hunger was the last thing on my mind. All I cared about was where Hunter was.


    “Ayden, are you ready?”


    I turned and found everyone walking towards me. “Yep. Let’s get going. I’ve searched around the hotel, but couldn’t find him.”


    Darren came forward. “If you’re going to find him anywhere, it will probably be at a bar where he’s copping a feel from some random bird.”


    I cringed, and Lindsay elbowed him. Darren was about to argue back, but then he saw my expression. I didn’t know what he found, but suddenly it was if he knew. “Oh.” His face reddened, and he looked away.


    I cleared my throat. “Let’s get going.”


    We all walked out together, but decided to split up, so we could search faster. Lindsay came with me and Darren, David went off with Carly and Scott, and Jeffrey and Paul went their own way too. All said we would call if we found anything.


    Once everyone disappeared, Lindsay, Darren and I made our way to the main strip of bars. “I think I put my foot in my mouth earlier. I’m sorry about that. I didn’t know. I just thought Hunter was a little overprotective of you.”


    I shook my head. “Don’t mention it, Darren. It’s fine.”


    We mostly remained silent after that. I did notice, however, that Darren and Lindsay were getting rather touchy-feely. It was probably because they weren’t under the watchful eye of her brother. Whatever the reason, I never mentioned it. I was too busy worrying myself sick about Hunter.


    On the way around the bars, I tried calling both Hunter and Mason. Both phones went straight to voicemail. By the time we had tried all of the bars, it was past eleven, and everyone was starting to get tired.


    Admitting defeat, I suggested we start making our way back to the hotel. Everyone seemed happy about that, so I had no other choice. Hunter might have been back at our room by this point, so I would have to check there again anyway.


    As we neared our hotel, the noise of people pricked my ears up. When I looked, I saw some people hanging around a beach bar. I frowned. “We haven’t tried that bar yet, have we?”


    Everyone looked and shook their heads. “I’m going over to take a look. It’s a long shot, but it’s worth a try.”


    I walked onto the beach towards the bar with everyone following suit. It was dark with only the bar lights and the full moon illuminating the sea. If it had been any other night, I would have suggested a stroll along this beach with Hunter. It was simply magical.


    Unfortunately, this wasn’t the night.


    As we neared the outside area of the bar, I peeked in and could see a few people, but no Hunter. I was ready to give up, when someone standing at one of the tables walked off, revealing who was sitting at the bar.


    My heart constricted. I didn’t know what the hell had happened earlier, but I certainly didn’t think I deserved this.


    Suddenly, I felt a hand on my shoulder. I jumped, looking around to find Darren. “I’m sorry, Ayden. Do you want us to go talk to him?”


    I shook my head, feeling the tears well. “No. I’ll do it myself. Thanks anyway.”


    Darren nodded. “Okay. If you need anything, you know where we are.”


    I tried a smile, but it was an effort. They all had that look. The one that said they felt sorry for me. I hated that look.


    Once they all started walking away, I turned my attention back to the sight before me. Hunter was at the bar, but he wasn’t alone. With him was a leggy brunette, and they looked close. Intimately close. In fact, Hunter was leaning in and playing with a lock of her hair. He was looking at her almost the same way as he looked at me. It made my gut twist.


    I swallowed the bile down and walked up to him. No matter what the circumstances, I deserved an explanation. Especially after he went crazy over me and Scott that first day we arrived.


    As I neared them, Hunter must have seen me in the corner of his eye as he turned to me. He dropped the girl’s hair and opened his arms out to me. “Ah, baby sis, how are you?” He had been drinking. A lot. He started pointing to the other girl. “This is... This is... What’s your name again?”


    “Lucy.”


    He pointed—half closing his eyes. “Lucy, sorry, I forgot. Lucy, this here is my little ray of sunshine, AJ ray-ray.” He started laughing and nearly fell off his stool. I rushed forward to stop him from toppling over.


    “Hunter, what are you doing here? I’ve been trying to call you all night.”


    Lucy grabbed Hunter’s shoulder. “He’s okay with me, babes. You can go back to your hotel. I can look after him.”


    I glared at her. “First of all, I’m not your babes, and second of all, you can go fuck yourself.”


    Lucy straightened her posture like she was ready for a fight. “Bitch!” she shouted.


    Hunter started waving his hands around. “Hey, ladies... no fighting, please.”


    I was seething mad. How dare she talk to me like that? If Hunter hadn’t been there, I would have really laid into her.


    “Tell your little sister to go away, so we can go back to having some fun together.” She started pulling at his arm, and I had this overwhelming urge to karate chop the fucker off.


    I was going to tell her to fuck off again when Hunter beat me to it. “Don’t fucking talk about her like that. She’s worth fucking ten of you.”


    Lucy screwed up her face, got up off her stool, and stamped her foot. I could have laughed, but this situation was far from funny.


    “You’re not worth the fucking toss anyway. With the amount of alcohol you’ve consumed, you’re unlikely to even get it up.”


    I watched her storm off and turned to Hunter. “Well, she was a nice girl. Well done, Hunter.”


    I turned on my heels and walked off. “AJ, come back. I’m sorry, okay?”


    I kept on walking until I was on the beach. I walked further along out of the way of all the noise and people. All the while, I knew Hunter was following me.


    “AJ, slow down.”


    I spun around and faced him. “What the fuck is going on, Hunter? Jeffrey told me you got a call from your dad and just stormed off. I’ve been trying to call both you and your father, but no one fucking answers their phones.”


    Just as I said that, my phone started ringing. I looked down and could see it was Mason. I laughed sarcastically. “Look who it is,” I answered. “Mason, I’ve been trying to call you.”


    “Are you with him?”


    I looked up at Hunter who was swaying slightly on his feet. “Yes, I’m with him. He’s as drunk as a skunk, but I’m with him.”


    Mason sighed. “Don’t be too hard on him. He’s had a shock tonight.”


    “I wouldn’t know. No one has told me anything yet.”


    “You don’t know yet?”


    I let out a big sigh. “No.”


    Mason fell silent for a moment. “Well, I’m sure Hunter will tell you soon enough. Sorry you couldn’t reach me earlier. My phone ran out of battery, and I was miles away from a landline.”


    I pinched my nose with my thumb and finger. I was starting to get a headache. “Don’t worry about it, Mason. The main thing is that I’ve found him now.”


    “Yes. I’ll let you two get on with it then. Are you sure you’re going to be okay with him?”


    I nodded. “Yes, I will.”


    “Call me if you need me.”


    “Will do.”


    We both hung up, and I looked up at Hunter. “Can someone please tell me what the hell is going on?”


    “My mother’s dead.”


    My jaw dropped and I stepped towards him. “What?”


    I saw anger flare up in his eyes. “She’s dead, AJ. D. E. A. D. Dead. She used the money I gave her and shot fucking half of it in her vein. She died of an overdose. Isn’t that just fucking peachy?” He threw his hands up in the air and looked towards the ocean.


    “Hunter, I’m sorry.”


    Hunter huffed. “Sorry? Why should you be sorry? She was a fucking drug addict. It’s just... The irony of it all is that I am the one who killed her.”


    I walked towards him. “Hunter, you weren’t to know. You never bought the drugs or handed her the needle. She did those things. She made that choice—not you. You are not to blame for this.”


    He turned to face me. “Am I really not, AJ? I may as well have stuck the needle in.”


    Tears started welling in my eyes. How ironic was it that the two of us had parents who died, and we both felt to blame for it. Hunter had no reason to feel guilty for what his mother did.


    “Hunter, if you hadn’t have given her the money for the drugs, she would have found them from somewhere else. She was an addict. No matter what, she would have taken drugs whether you supplied her with the money for them or not. You gave her that money under false pretences. She lied to you. None of this is your fault.”


    Hunter shook his head. “You shouldn’t have gotten involved with me, AJ. I’m no good. I’m poison.”


    I walked up to him and grabbed his arm. “That’s not true. You could have come to me tonight. You could have told me. I would have been there for you. There was no need for you to rush to a bar, get drunk and... ”


    “And what, AJ? Fuck some random woman? It’s who I am. It’s what I do.”


    I shook my head, tears falling down my face. “That’s not true. I refuse to believe it. You’re so much more than that. You’re so much more to me.”


    Hunter couldn’t look at me. Instead, he stared straight up at the moon. Despite being drunk, he still looked beautiful. It hurt me that he was in so much pain. I wanted to take it away. I wanted to be able to comfort him.


    “I love you, Hunter.”


    It just hit me in that moment. I had been trying to kid myself that what Hunter and I had was just a passing fling. I had to stop fighting it, and he had to know how I felt about him.


    At first, Hunter didn’t say anything. I started to panic a little. I was going to ask him to say something, but then he did.


    “You can’t love me, AJ. I’m not a good man to love.”


    I sniffled, wiping the tears away from my eyes. “I don’t believe that. I don’t believe you.”


    I walked up to him—about to touch his arm—when he turned to me and looked me dead in the eye. “I would have fucked her tonight.”


    I gasped, taking a step back. “I don’t believe you.”


    He leaned forward. “It’s true. It’s what the great Hunter Davenport does, sweetheart. I told you from the start the kind of person I am. You can’t love someone like that. I would have taken that fucking Lisa, Leila, whatever that fuck her name was, round the back of that bar, spread her legs and fucked her raw. Is that what you want to hear? Do you still love me now?”


    He saw the shock in my eyes and turned his head towards the moon again. At first, I couldn’t move. I just stood there unable to take in what he had just said.


    When I let go of a breath, I snapped out of it. I had my hand on my chest. Fuck it hurt. What was that? How could he have said that to me? I thought I meant more to him than that.


    With that last thought in my head, I ran. I ran as fast and as hard as I could back to the hotel. Tears were streaming down my face, but I didn’t care. People were staring, and I just let them. Nothing meant shit to me anymore.


    Once I got to the hotel, I raced up to our room, packed my bags, and went down five floors to Lindsay’s room. I knocked, hoping she was there. Luckily, she answered soon enough, and her eyes widened when she saw the state I must have been in.


    “Do you mind if I stay with you tonight?”


    Lindsay rapidly shook her head and moved out of the way to let me pass.


    I always knew Hunter and I would end. I always knew we could never go on the way we were going.


    I just never knew it would end like that.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Twenty-Six


    


    


    Lindsay sat with me that night as I poured my heart out to her. She listened attentively and made the right responses at the right times. Yet nothing could take away that gaping hole in my heart. Hunter’s words stung. They stung worse than anything I had ever experienced. This was worse than my mother’s hand and worse than that knife she had brandished on me.


    Hunter was trouble with a capital T. In fact, another irony was that after I had woken up at the crack of dawn, changed, and gotten the hotel to order a taxi to take me to the airport, the taxi was playing “Trouble” by Taylor Swift. I just sat there with tears in my eyes, laughing in my head at how stupid I was to fall for him. Yeah... shame on me.


    I wasn’t sure what I was going to do once I got home. As I sat in the airport waiting to change my ticket, I contemplated ringing Christian and asking if I could move in with him a little sooner than planned. All I knew for certain was that I couldn’t live under the same roof as that man. It would, quite frankly, kill me.


    “Señorita, we have a flight we can put you on in two hours. Would you like me to book you on that one?”


    I sighed my relief and smiled. “Yes, please.”


    He looked up at me a moment, and I knew he saw something. What it was, I didn’t know, but he gave me a half smile. A smile that made me think he knew everything. Was I that transparent? Really?


    After a couple of minutes, I checked my suitcase in and he handed me the ticket back. “Flight is leaving at ten-o-five. Details of the departure gate will show on all of the available departure screens around the airport. Enjoy your flight.”


    I nodded with a smile. “Thank you.”


    I grabbed my handbag and ticket and went to order some coffee. It was only when I was sitting there drinking it that I realised I hadn’t eaten anything since lunchtime yesterday.


    As if knowing this, my stomach growled in protest, but all I felt was sick. I couldn’t even begin to think about putting food next to my mouth without wanting to heave.


    I felt the tears well again, but fought them back. The last place I wanted to cry was in the middle of a packed airport. It didn’t stop them from coming though. It didn’t stop one tear from falling, which was followed by another, and then another—until it got so bad that I put my sunglasses on to hide my eyes.


    I mentally kicked myself again. How could I have really been that stupid? How could I have let myself fall for him when all I was to him was a fuck toy? Just like that Lucy last night, I was simply an opportunity to get his rocks off. I had no doubt that he would soon find another Lucy and finish what he had started. I was just glad I was well away from it. It was probably a good thing that things came to head when they did. All I had to do was just concentrate on getting home. Then, I would have to try to get on with my life as best I could.


    I wasn’t sure how long I sat there, but a loud binging noise over the speakers sounded, making me jump. Then a voice came over saying, “Last call for flight two-four-two.” I frowned, thinking that sounded familiar. When I checked my ticket, sure enough, it was my plane.


    In a blind panic, I rushed towards the departure gates and once through security, I raced down towards gate six. Luckily, once I was there, a queue of about five people were still getting on board. I waited in line, and then I was the next to go. The lady smiled at me, and I handed her my ticket.


    “AJ.”


    I looked at the lady, and she looked at me. Tears welled my eyes again, and I could see her sympathy.


    “AJ, please look at me.”


    I inhaled a sharp breath, not wanting to turn, but desperate to do so at the same time. The lady saw how conflicted I was and placed a hand on mine. “You have two minutes, okay?”


    I nodded, and Hunter’s voice startled me again. “She won’t need two minutes. She’s not getting on that plane.”


    I turned. Once I did, I faltered. Hunter looked a mess. A sexy mess, but a mess nonetheless. He looked like he hadn’t slept. I could tell he was hung-over by the dark rims under his eyes and the green tinge he had to his complexion. He also hadn’t shaved this morning.


    “I’m getting on the plane, Hunter. Don’t try to stop me.”


    I turned, but Hunter grabbed my arm. “AJ, please, hear me out.”


    I felt my nostrils flare in anger. “Don’t call me by that name. You have no right anymore.”


    Hunter sighed and let go of my arm. “I know. Fuck, I know that, AJ. Listen, just hear me out. Miss this plane and hear me out. If you still want to go afterwards, I will make sure you get on the next flight with no arguments. I promise you that. I just need you to listen to me.”


    I didn’t know what to do. One part of me wanted to leave. He had hurt me more than words could say. I opened up to him. For the first time ever, I had bared my soul to him—only for him to shoot me down.


    But, on the other hand, I still cared. Hunter had just lost his mother. Of course he was going to be angry, scared, disappointed, and hurt. First and foremost, he was my friend.


    “Do you have any idea how much you hurt me? Over the past few weeks, I considered you my best friend. I opened up to you and told you things I’ve never told anyone else. Do you realise how much it hurts to know that after opening myself up to you last night, you could just treat me like I was nothing to you? That you could tell me straight to my face that you were going to fuck some random girl because that’s what the great Hunter Davenport does?” I could feel a sob bubbling up to the surface.


    Hunter stepped forward, a panicked look in his eye. “I wouldn’t have slept with that girl.” I looked away in disgust, but Hunter grabbed my chin and made me look at him. “I wouldn’t have slept with her, I promise. She’s got nothing on you, AJ. How could I possibly ruin such a good thing?”


    I looked into his eyes and almost got lost. He looked so sincere, but the hurt was still coursing through my veins. “You tried your best last night.”


    Hunter sighed. “I know. I’m a complete fuckwit who doesn’t deserve your time.”


    “Then why are you asking me for it?”


    He grabbed my shoulders. “Because we have something amazing together. I know you feel it, and so do I.” Hunter smiled suddenly. “And because I’m appealing to your good nature, AJ. You’re my best friend before anything else. Please don’t leave us like this. I beg of you.” I stayed silent for a moment, staring into his eyes.


    “Ma’am, I’m afraid I can’t hold the plane any longer.”


    I kept my stare on Hunter as he pleaded with his eyes. Why did he have to pull that best friend crap on me?


    A war raged inside my head. I really didn’t know what to do. Hunter could see how conflicted I was, and the panic in his eyes grew.


    I shook my head and looked away. “I don’t know if I—”


    “AJ, I love you.”


    I looked back at him in total shock. Were my ears deceiving me? “What did you just say?”


    Hunter searched my eyes. “I love you. I felt it that day at the ice cream parlour, but was too pig-headed to say anything. I didn’t know what love was, AJ. All I know is how I feel when I’m with you. You make me want to be a better person. Your sweet, pure nature has turned me into a person I can finally learn to live with. A person who, for once, I can like. You did all this, AJ. You did it. How could I possibly live without that? How could I possibly live without you?”


    I looked into his eyes again, tears welling as I stared. “Ma’am, we really need to close the doors now.”


    Hunter’s eyes pleaded with me one more time, and of course, I caved. How could I not after that little speech? Eventually, I sighed. “I won’t be going back on this flight.” Hunter visibly relaxed, and I turned to the lady. “I’m so sorry for the inconvenience.” The lady just nodded and left, so I turned to Hunter.


    He exhaled. “Thank you.”


    “My suitcase is on that flight.”


    Hunter smiled. “I promise you I’ll take care of it... no matter what. Let’s go find somewhere to sit and talk. I have something I need to say, and I need to say it with at least one cup of coffee inside of me.”


    “Feel rough?” I asked.


    “As a badgers arse.”


    I chuckled. “Good.” I gave him a wry smile, and Hunter just shook his head. At least some of the colour was returning to his cheeks.


    As we walked out of the lounge, Hunter grabbed my hand. “I’m still mad at you, Hunter. After last night, I don’t know whether I can trust you anymore.”


    Hunter nodded, a sad expression on his face. “I know, and I understand. Let’s just find somewhere, and I’ll try my hardest to explain the situation to you, okay?”


    I nodded. I had no other choice. His declaration of love really put a spanner in the works.


    We walked back out of departures and went to sit down at the coffee shop. Once Hunter sipped his a couple of times, he sighed. “You frighten me, AJ.” I looked up, shocked. “The way you make me feel—it frightens me. When I got the call from my dad about my mum dying, the first person I wanted to run to was you. Straight away, I had this urge to get to you, to soak in your warmth... your goodness... your purity. But then, I got scared. That urge scared me to fuck. I didn’t know what else to do. So, at first I just walked. I walked and walked and walked... until my feet got tired. I was going to go back to the hotel, but then I felt guilty. I couldn’t bear to face you, knowing what I must have been putting you through.


    “So, like a coward, I stopped, looked up to the hotel, and then I looked across to that bar on the beach. I was just going to drink a couple and then go back and apologise to you, but then a couple turned into a couple more, and the more I drank, the more I convinced myself that I wasn’t worthy of you.” He laughed sarcastically. “I had just lost my mum, and there I was drowning in my sorrows over you. I felt like a complete failure. I had just killed my mum, and now I was ruining the one good thing I had left in my life.”


    I shook my head with a sigh. “Hunter, you didn’t kill her.”


    Hunter smiled. “I know. As usual, you made me see that. You made sense. You make sense.”


    I smiled at first. Then, I remembered what he did and what he said, and it brought all of the pain back. “I never want to go through that again.”


    Hunter looked at me a moment, and I could tell he knew exactly what I meant. “I know, and I’m sorry. I fucked up because that’s the only way I know.” He leaned over and grabbed my hand. “But I promise you with all my heart that no matter how bad it looked last night, I was never planning on sleeping with her. Sure, for a fleeting moment I thought about the old Hunter, but then you cleared my thoughts. I was so fucked up by then that I just ran along with it. I was stringing that girl along because I hated what she represented. I hated that she was just like me. I was actually hoping you would find me with her last night, so that you could see the kind of person that I am... or... was. I know I’m not that man anymore. I was being stupid, dumb. Fucking up something good I had in my life because I didn’t feel like I deserved you.” He ran his fingers through his hair. “Fuck, I don’t even know if I’m making any fucking sense here.”


    I nodded. “No, you’re making perfect sense.”


    He looked to me with a smile. “See, that’s why you’re it for me, AJ. You know me better than I know myself.”


    I huffed out a laugh. “I think I could say the same about me to you.”


    Hunter squeezed my hand. “See, that’s why we belong together. Because, without each other, we’re just two people trying to exist. With you, I feel like I can finally belong.”


    I looked into his eyes and felt a tear slide down my face. “You’re full of shit, do you know that?” We both laughed, and Hunter wiped my tear away.


    “That’s because you fill me full of shit.”


    We both laughed again, and then we fell silent for a moment. I knew I had a decision to make, and I knew Hunter was expecting it. For me, there was only one choice. There was only ever one choice when it came to him.


    “So what now?” I asked instead. I wanted to surprise Hunter by flipping the decision back on him.


    Hunter looked at me with hope in his eyes. “Now I take you back to the hotel and start my grovelling until you forgive me. And then, when we get home, I’m taking you on our first proper date.”


    I smiled when he did. The thought of a real date sounded pretty fantastic, but I was becoming acutely aware of what I had lost on the plane. “Hunter, I don’t have any clothes, any toiletries, nothing.” The only things I did have were my purse, my passport, my contraceptive pills, and a couple pieces of chewing gum.


    “Then we’ll go shopping now and get everything you need. I will ring the guys up and tell them that we won’t be going out for the whole day. I want to spend it with you. When tonight comes, you decide what we do. I’ll let you make the choice for us.” He saw the way I was beaming and smiled. “I promise I’ll sort everything out. I will ring the airline and have them courier your suitcase to the law firm. I’ll make sure someone there looks after it.”


    I snorted. “Just make sure it’s not that secretary of your father’s please.” I didn’t want her touching my stuff.


    “She’s gone.”


    I cocked an eyebrow. “Gone?”


    Hunter nodded. “I told Dad about the way she behaved at the party, and he was disgusted with her. Not to mention the fact that she may have tried that shit with my dad, and there was no way he was going to ruin his relationship with Kat.”


    “He really does love her, huh?”


    Hunter smiled a little. “He wouldn’t have married her if he didn’t.”


    I nodded. I knew all too well. I was just hoping and praying that she was good for him. She was a shit mother, but I really wanted her to be a good wife for Mason. He seemed like a good man who deserved to have a good woman by his side.


    “Okay, Hunter. Let’s go.” I got up, and Hunter looked as eager as a beaver all of a sudden, so I pointed at him. “This doesn’t mean I’ve forgiven you. You said ‘grovelling.’ I need the grovelling.”


    Hunter inhaled sharply and pierced me with his lust-filled green eyes. “When you command me like that, how could I possibly say no?”


    I turned to walk away, hiding the big smile on my face as I went. Soon though, Hunter caught up. “Tell me that again, darling.”


    I nudged him. “Hunter, don’t be so disgusting.” I bit my lip to hide a smile as a thought came into my head. “You have to play nice, Hunter because I’m planning on visiting a lot of changing room cubicles today.” I stopped, turned to him, and with a seductive undertone, I whispered, “A lot.”


    Hunter’s eyes widened to saucers. “Shit!” he shouted. “As one shepherd said to the other, let’s get the flock outta here.” Hunter grabbed my hand, virtually carrying me to the taxi rank outside. All I could do was let him. All the while, I was laughing my head off. I was going to have fun making him squirm today.


    Once in the taxi and on our way to the shops, Hunter fell silent, and I stared at him for a while. I had this urge to touch him, so I reached out and grabbed his hand. When he felt it, he looked across and smiled at me. “Hunter, are you okay?”


    It was a silly question to ask someone who had just lost his mother, but I needed to know, and I needed him to know I was there for him.


    He eventually sighed with a nod. “I will be.”


    I gave him the nicest smile I could offer. “If you need me, I’m here. I just want you to know that. If you want to vent, that’s fine. It’s what I’m here for.”


    “You’re too good to me, do you know that? I don’t deserve you.”


    I could have gone all serious on him, but decided light-hearted was best at that moment. I thought he needed it. “Yeah... definitely a lot of grovelling.” I poked my tongue out at him, and Hunter laughed.


    “You’re too much, AJ. I may have to put you over my knee when we get back to the hotel room.”


    I gasped. “No, Hunter. You have this all wrong. You grovel. I spank. You’re the one that’s been naughty, remember?”


    Hunter laughed a little. Then, he leaned over to grab my chin. “I don’t receive spankings, sweetheart; I give them.” He winked and quickly kissed me on the lips. Just that alone had my knees trembling.


    “You’re being so alpha.”


    Hunter chuckled. “Better an alpha than a pussy any day. The day I let a woman spank me is the day Hunter Davenport hangs up his dick cape.”


    I gasped. “Oooooh, you have a cape? Can I see?”


    “It’s invisible.”


    My eyes widened. “You have an invisible cock cape? That’s awesome!”


    Hunter laughed again. “It certainly flies whenever you’re near it; that’s for sure. But then, hey, I am Mr. Orgasmic after all.”


    I rolled my eyes at the Mr. Orgasmic comment. “Hmm, I’m not so sure it will be flying anywhere unless its owner starts to behave himself.” I smacked him on the knee and marvelled at his shocked face. “Buckle up your bronco, tiger. Phase one of grovelling is about to commence.”


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Twenty-Seven


    


    


    I was absolutely knackered after our shopping spree. I was happy to just get a couple pairs of Capri trousers, dresses, tops, skirts, along with some underwear, but Hunter seemed to want to buy me the whole shop. He actually loved walking around saying things like, “I think you would look sexy in this,” and “Your legs would look fucking fantastic in that.” My personal favourite was, “I’m getting a hard-on just thinking about you wearing this.” It was quite entertaining to watch him at times.


    After we shopped till we dropped, Hunter took me for pizza because, by then, I think I would have dropped to the floor without something in my stomach. Hunter also needed a little hangover cure. Despite trying to be attentive, I knew he was suffering at times.


    Once we refuelled, Hunter and I went to the pharmacy to grab some toiletries. While we were there, he bought some more condoms. He was trying to hide buying them, but he wasn’t sneaky enough. Hunter definitely would not make it as an undercover spy—that’s for sure.


    The last thing we bought on the way back was a suitcase to hold all of my new clothes. It was after lunch, and the weather was getting super hot. As we waltzed back in with all the shopping bags and suitcase in tow, we spotted all the guys at the bar together. They waved us over, so we went to join them.


    “Is everything okay?”


    I looked across at Lindsay and smiled. “Everything is good now, thanks.”


    Darren shook his head. “We were all worried about you last night, mate. You should have called.”


    Hunter looked humbled. “Yeah, I’m sorry. I just couldn’t handle things at first, but now I’m good.”


    Darren smiled. “Are you sure?” Hunter nodded. “Well, come and join us for a drink then.”


    Hunter stiffened. “Actually, we were going to go and have a rest for a bit. We’re both knackered.”


    I nudged Hunter. “We can stay for one drink.”


    He looked uncertain. “Are you sure?” I nodded. “What would you like to drink?”


    I shrugged with a cheeky smile. “I don’t know. Surprise me.”


    Hunter walked off, leaving me to sit down next to Lindsay. Next to her was Darren, and they were holding hands underneath the table. I raised my eyebrow at her and looked at their hands. She just shrugged and carried on sipping her drink.


    “So, did you manage to pry lover-boy away last night, or did he send you on your way?”


    Scott looked at me expectantly as Hunter sat down. I was about to say yes when Hunter interrupted me. “Actually, I have something to say about that.”


    I frowned, and the whole table fell silent. Just as he was about to speak, a waiter came over and started pulling the cork out of a bottle of champagne. A lady then appeared, handing out glasses to us.


    I looked towards Hunter, and he leaned in to whisper, “The most beautiful woman in the world told me she loved me last night. What is there not to celebrate?”


    I smiled like an idiot as Hunter stared at me intently. God, he was bloody gorgeous. It was times like that when I could do the most unspeakably wicked things to him.


    As the champagne was poured, I placed my hand on Hunter’s leg and moved up to grab his cock. His posture straightened in surprise, and then he groaned. I felt him harden instantly.


    He leaned in again. “You are going to be in so much trouble when we get up to our room.”


    I pulled back—biting my lip a little. “Oh, Hunter baby... I’m counting on it.”


    “So what’s this all in aid of, Hunter?”


    Our heads snapped up to Paul, and Hunter immediately smiled. He then did something that shocked me. He wrapped his arm around me and kissed me in front of everyone.


    “Holy shit! We’re going to land ourselves in jail.” Hunter pulled away, smiling at Darren’s comment.


    “This is not some passing crush, guys. This... for me... right here,” he pulled me closer to him and smiled, “is the real deal. I’m a changed man.”


    “What the fuck? Did my ears deceive me?” Darren chuckled. “Yeah, I kind of got the feeling you two were shagging, but I would never have guessed this. So, what you’re saying is you two are an item now?”


    Hunter nodded. “That’s exactly what I’m saying. AJ is my girl.” He glared at Scott when he said this.


    Scott chuckled putting his hands up in the air. “Hey, don’t shoot me. I wasn’t to know. I certainly fucking do now, though.” He started laughing, and everyone followed suit.


    “Do your parents know about this?” All laughter abruptly stopped as we turned to Carly. “What would they say knowing you two are together like that? Won’t it cause problems?”


    Both Hunter and I visibly shifted in our seats. “We haven’t got round to that part yet. Ayden and I have yet to discuss how we’re going to tell them.”


    My eyes widened as I looked at him. “We’re going to tell them?”


    Hunter smiled, kissed me, and pulled back. “We’re not doing anything wrong, AJ. We’re adults now, and they will have to learn to accept that.”


    I just stared in wonder. We had to carry on this conversation at some stage, but that wasn’t the right time.


    Suddenly, Darren lifted his glass up. “To the brother and sister who are fucking.” He rolled into full-out belly laughter.


    Hunter stood up and made out like he was going to hit him. “You little piece of shit!”


    Darren was still laughing hard. God, that was embarrassing. “Sorry, mate. Couldn’t help that one.”


    “Well, try,” Hunter replied with gritted teeth.


    Darren nodded. “Okay, okay. To the happy couple.”


    Hunter nodded in agreement and everyone lifted their glasses in toast. “To the happy couple.”


    “It sounds like they’re getting married,” Lindsay observed.


    Hunter choked on his champagne. “Steady on, Lindsay.”


    I bit my lip, but was unable to stop myself. “What’s wrong with that?”


    Hunter turned to me. “What’s wrong with what?”


    I shrugged nonchalantly. “Us getting married.”


    Hunter’s eyes went wild. It was so hard not to laugh. “But... But... It’s a little too soon for that, AJ.” He then frowned. “You want to get married?”


    I nodded. “Yeah, and have kids straight away. I reckon six is a nice round number.”


    Hunter swallowed hard. “Six?”


    “Yep, and I think the sooner we get married the better because to knock out six kids like that it’s going to take some time. I’m not getting any younger.”


    Hunter’s mouth dropped. “You’re nineteen.”


    I nodded. “Exactly. Think about it. Six kids on an average of one every year and a half, and I’ll be hitting thirty by the time I’ve had our sixth child. I don’t want to be in my thirties having kids.”


    Hunter couldn’t move. He was rooted—stock still in shock. I looked across at the others, who were just as shocked. I winked at them, and they all smiled.


    I tapped Hunter’s knee. “So, what do you say, big fella? Care to start practising now for little Hunter junior?”


    He was starting to turn a funny colour. “But... But... ”


    I couldn’t hold it in any longer. I belted out a laugh, and everyone else joined in. “That was just too irresistible to ignore.”


    Hunter’s rigid posture relaxed instantly. “You were playing me. You little minx.” He pulled me in and kissed the top of my head.


    “I can see why you like her.” Scott winked at me and held up his glass.


    “Yeah, so remember what I said, you little fucker.”


    Scott laughed again. “I was only making an observation, mate. Keep your dick in your trousers.”


    I squeezed Hunter’s thigh. “I certainly hope not.”


    Hunter shot up. “Okay, that’s us ready to go now. Enjoy the rest of your champagne.” Hunter grabbed me under the arm and pulled me up. “Come on, AJ. I’ve become tired all of a sudden.”


    Everyone chuckled as Hunter went round frantically trying to grab all of our bags. I picked up one and dragged the suitcase along. “See you later.” I waved as Hunter ran off towards the lift. They all said goodbye, and I was left hightailing it to keep up with Hunter.


    “Hunter, that was rude. You didn’t even say goodbye.”


    Hunter didn’t look fussed. “They got a bottle of champagne out of me, didn’t they?”


    I laughed. “Yeah, which, by the way, was lovely. Well, the little sip I got anyway.”


    Hunter smiled. “Considering I’m still on grovelling duty I will have to order room service.”


    I smiled. “Sounds perfect.”


    Once we got inside and dumped the bags, Hunter immediately got on the phone and started dialling for room service. I jumped in the shower because I hadn’t had one since yesterday, and I was all hot and sticky.


    Once I came out, I wrapped myself in a towel and wandered back into the living room. On the table lay a bottle of champagne, strawberries, and melted chocolate.


    I licked my lips. “Wow, this looks scrummy.”


    Hunter stared at me in the towel. “You look scrummy. Come here.” He motioned for me to come and sit on his lap. I did and watched as he grabbed a strawberry, dipped it in chocolate, and teased it along my bottom lip. I tried to bite it, but Hunter pulled away.


    “Hunter, please.”


    In an instant, I felt something hard digging against my bottom. Hunter just growled. “You are the sexiest thing alive.”


    “It seems the invisible cock cape has strapped itself on.”


    Hunter pulled at me resulting in my bottom rubbing against his cock. He groaned again, this time placing the strawberry in my mouth.


    I immediately sprang up and pointed at him. “Get up, Hunter.” Surprisingly, he did as asked, and I wasted no time unbuttoning his shirt and undoing his shorts. Once he was completely naked, I pushed Hunter back down into a sitting position.


    With one finger, I dipped it in chocolate and got Hunter to suck it off. I then dipped it in again—placed it on my tongue—and had Hunter kiss me. Hunter groaned in my mouth.


    I pulled away, dipping in some more chocolate, but this time I went down on my knees. His cock was hard and throbbing. I rubbed some of the chocolate around the tip and started licking it all up.


    Hunter grabbed my head. “Fuck, AJ.” I was there for a while giving him all the attention until Hunter suddenly stood up and grabbed my arm. “Bedroom. Now.”


    Hunter scooped me up in his arms, making me squeal like a little girl. He then threw me on the bed, climbed on top, and pushed my legs out of the way. “Two can play that game.”


    His head suddenly dove between my legs, swirling his tongue around my clit. I immediately stiffened, throwing my head back into the pillow. “Oh fuck!” I grabbed the ends of the sheets for dear life, moaning with every pleasurable lick.


    Once I got to the point of no return, I stopped him. “Hunter, no.”


    He looked up, a frown on his face. “What’s the matter?”


    “I want to come with you inside me,” I answered, breathlessly. Hunter smiled with a nod and went to get off the bed. I knew what he was going for.


    I stopped him again. “There’s no need for them anymore.”


    Hunter’s eyes widened. “Are you sure?” I nodded. “Fucking hell, AJ. I think I’ve already shot my load.”


    I started laughing, and Hunter lowered himself onto me for a kiss. Once he pulled away, he placed his cock at my entrance and started pushing his way inside.


    “Fuck, this feels incredible.”


    I scratched his back as he pushed his way fully inside of me. “I didn’t know it could feel like this.”


    “Shit, AJ! Why didn’t we do this sooner? I thought it couldn’t get any better with you, but by fuck, somehow it has.” He started moving inside me, groaning as he went.


    The sound of him coupled with the way he felt inside of me had my orgasm rising pretty quickly again. “Hunter, you feel amazing. Oh God!”


    Hunter picked up his pace—thrusting harder and faster until I couldn’t take much more. “Hunter, I’m going to come.” My body went rigid just before tremendous relief hit me. I started trembling and tingling all over as the orgasm went on and on. It was the most spellbinding orgasm I had ever had. It was almost as if I was having an out of body experience.


    “Fuck, AJ. I can’t hold on any longer. Fuck, you feel incredible.” With that, he came and I felt his warm liquid shoot inside of me.


    “Whoa... Hunter, I felt that.”


    Hunter started laughing, his breathing harsh against my neck. “You did? What did it feel like?” He pulled his head up to look at me.


    “It felt really good. It was almost like we were connecting properly for the very first time.” I frowned a little. “That sounds so lame.”


    Hunter laughed and bent down to kiss me. “I have my come inside of you. Do you realise how fucking sexy that is? When I walk around, and see other men look at you, that’s what I’ll be thinking.”


    I laughed out loud. “Hunter, that’s so cavemanish.”


    “‘Cavemanish’ isn’t even a word.”


    “Neither is ‘wazzock,’ but hey.” I poked my tongue out at him.


    Hunter nuzzled his nose against mine. “You are going to be in so much trouble these next few days. Do you know that? Just the thought of a part of me constantly inside of you is going to keep me hard.”


    I laughed it off thinking he was nuts, but he lived up to his word—it was a hard few days.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Twenty-Eight


    


    


    The day after we got home, Laura’s funeral took place. Hunter asked me to go with him, since nobody else would be in attendance. Mason and my mother were still on their honeymoon, and they weren’t due back until a couple of days later.


    The ceremony itself was short, and everything went as well as could be expected. Hunter didn’t cry. He just remained quiet and aloof all day. At the end of it all, we went back home, and Hunter became insatiable; we had sex at every possible opportunity. I knew this was his way of coping, so I went along with it. Sex with Hunter was amazing anyway, so who was I to complain?


    The following morning, Hunter was back to being his same old, jovial, pain-in-the-arse self. It was almost as if burying his mum ended a chapter in his life. I knew he wasn’t close to her, but I was sure there would be times when he would grieve. And when he did, I would be there for him.


    It was the day before Mason and my mum were due back. I was out shopping as Hunter had to deal with something for his dad at Davenport and Son.


    I must admit, I had a spring in my step. Things with Hunter were great... brilliant in fact. I never knew being in love could make you feel as alive as I felt. I was practically humming. The only thing that placed a real downer on it was the fact that Hunter wanted to be honest with Mason and my mum about our relationship. He had it all planned out. As soon as we told them, we would move into the penthouse. I told Hunter I didn’t want to sleep where he had had other girls, so he said we could move into the smaller bedroom until we found something else. I wasn’t sure at first, but Hunter won me over. He always managed to win me over. He only had to bat those green eyes at me, and I would cave.


    “Ayden, hey!”


    I jumped, looking in the direction of the voice. It was Robert. “Robert, what are you doing here?”


    Robert looked hurt. “I’m shopping—just like you.”


    I looked and saw no shopping bags. “You haven’t bought anything.”


    He shrugged. “It’s more like window shopping.”


    I pursed my lips, but didn’t say anything. I was having a perfectly good day until he showed up. “Okay, well, enjoy the rest of your shopping.” I walked away, but his voice startled me.


    “Did you enjoy your holiday?”


    I stopped still, cringed, and closed my eyes. “Yes, thank you.”


    I heard his footsteps behind me as he caught up. “I hear Spain is very nice this time of year.”


    The way he said it made my skin crawl. It was like there was an undertone to it. “Yes, it was very nice. I really have to go.” I started walking, but Robert wasn’t getting the hint.


    “Did your brother enjoy you—I mean it as well?”


    I snapped my head to him. “What are you talking about?”


    Robert shrugged. “I just wanted to know if he enjoyed the holiday.”


    I was really starting to panic. “Yes, he did. Now I really need to get home.”


    I walked off, but Robert’s voice echoed in the distance. “I wonder what Daddy would have to say if he knew you two went away together like that.”


    I stopped still again, my heart beating wildly. I couldn’t let him see how much what he said affected me, so instead I turned around and shouted, “He already knows,” as I walked off. I caught an evil smile spread across Robert’s lips just before I turned, and it made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.


    It was stupid, I know. Pretty soon they would be here, and Hunter and I would explain everything to them anyway. Robert was just being a fucking arse, and I had to ignore him.


    The only thing was that I couldn’t get that evil smirk out of my head. Robert was up to something, and I had a feeling it wasn’t going to be pleasant.


    


    *****


    


    The following morning, Hunter and I got ready for their return. I was going to stay to await their arrival, but Mandy called me in a blind panic. Hunter told me not to worry and to go see my friend. He dropped me off and told me to let him know when I was ready to come home.


    When I got to the front door, Mandy opened it up before I could knock. “Ayden, come in. I’m going fucking nuts here.”


    I started panicking. “What the hell’s going on, Mandy?” I shut the door behind me and followed Mandy up to her room. “Where are your parents?”


    Mandy turned once we got inside. “They’re out. That’s why I had to call you now. I don’t want them in the house when I tell you this.”


    I threw my hands up. “Tell me what?”


    Mandy started waving her hands about. “Oh God... I can’t believe this.”


    “What?!” I shouted.


    She stopped dead still and looked at me. “I’m late, Ayden. I’m never fucking late!”


    My eyes widened. “Oh shit.”


    She nodded, her eyes still wide. “Yes, oh shit. It’s definitely fucking ‘oh shit.’”


    “By how long?”


    She bit her lip. “Five days.”


    Well, I suppose it answered my question about whether her and this Charlie boy at work had bumped uglies yet.


    “Have you done a test?” She shook her head. “Have you got one?” She shook her head again. “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Mandy!” I threw my hands up in the air and started making my way downstairs.


    “Where are you going?”


    I opened the front door. “To get you a pregnancy test. Be back in five.” I walked towards the pharmacy, which was luckily only a very short distance away. I picked up what was available, paid for it, and went marching towards Mandy’s house.


    When she opened the door, I shoved it in her hand and told her to go pee. She did as instructed, and I sat, waiting on her bed. It felt like an age before she finally appeared at the door.


    “So?” I asked. I couldn’t gauge her reaction so far.


    She suddenly squealed. “It’s negative!” She jumped up and down and so did I.


    “Don’t ever do that to me again, Mandy. You gave me a fucking heart attack. My mum and Mason are coming back today.” I looked at my watch. “In fact, they should have arrived around half an hour ago.” The thought of it made my stomach drop. Hunter wanted to tell them over dinner tonight.


    “I’m so sorry, Ayden. You should go.”


    I shook my head. “Don’t worry about it. That’s what friends are for, eh?”


    She asked me about the holiday, so I told her. She then went on to tell me a little bit about Charlie. She seemed practically giddy, which was great.


    When I thought it was time to go, I tried ringing Hunter, but it went straight to voicemail. I tried again several times—to no avail. In the end, I gave up and rang for a cab. After ten minutes, it arrived. I said goodbye to Mandy, and I was soon on my way. The whole way there, I was fidgeting with my fingers. I was worried sick about the outcome of Hunter and me coming out together. I just hoped and prayed I would be able to get away before my mum decided to teach me a lesson for being such a tramp.


    As the taxi dropped me off, I let myself in through the security gates. Mason’s Porsche was out front, so I knew they were home. I took a few deep breaths as I reached the front door... and one last one before I opened it.


    When I walked inside to the living room, the three of them were standing there. Mum was crying, Mason looked as sick as hell, and Hunter looked about ready to punch someone.


    “What’s happened?” I looked around at them all, and at first, no one said anything. My mum just howled more tears, and Hunter stood there clenching his fists.


    Eventually, Hunter turned to me. “Say it isn’t true, AJ.”


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Twenty-Nine


    


    


    My throat became suddenly dry. I tried hard to swallow, but it just made my throat hurt. “What are you talking about, Hunter?”


    Hunter stepped forward, his fists to his sides. He looked ready for a fight. “You and my dad—say it isn’t true, AJ!”


    My mouth opened in shock. I started shaking and looked toward Mason for help. He looked back at me timidly.


    “Don’t fucking look at him. Answer me!”


    The tears welled in my eyes as I frantically scrambled to figure out how they could have known. What had happened since I went to visit Mandy? What the fuck could have possibly happened?!


    I licked my lips and looked back at Hunter. I could see the tears starting in his eyes at my silence. He already knew what the truth was before I even opened my mouth.


    “It was well before you and me. It was well before anything. It happened over a year ago.”


    Hunter turned around and punched a wall. “Fuck!” I jumped at the sound, feeling the tears come down my face.


    “Son, calm down. It was a very long time ago. We weren’t to know.”


    Hunter glared at his father. “You weren’t to know... you weren’t to know?! How could you, Dad? How the fuck could you do this? You shouldn’t have married Kat knowing that you had fucked her daughter. How sick is that?”


    I cringed when he spoke about me like that. He just made the whole thing sound so sordid. “Hunter, please.”


    Hunter looked back at me. “I trusted you. I told you things about me, and all the time you were laughing behind my back.”


    I shook my head through the tears. “Hunter, that’s not true. What happened was so long ago now. Mason and I thought it best to just forget about it.”


    Hunter looked stunned. “Just forget about it? How can any fucking sane person forget about this? You fucked my dad a year ago and then you went crawling into my bed knowing that?”


    “What?” Mason gasped.


    Hunter looked up to him. “Yeah, that’s right, Dad. Isn’t this just fucking peachy? It seems we all like to keep it in the family, huh?”


    My mother wailed and ran off towards her bedroom. Things were just going from bad to worse.


    “Why didn’t you tell me?” Mason looked from me to Hunter.


    “We were going to. Weren’t we, sweetheart? Until that fucker Robert stuck a note through the door revealing a blow-by-blow conversation that you two had at the gates right on the day of your fucking wedding, Dad!”


    I wiped my tears away and tried getting closer to Hunter, but he backed away. “Hunter, you have to understand. I didn’t know. I swear. I met your dad in a hotel on my eighteenth birthday. By some strange fucked up coincidence, I met you almost a year later at a different hotel. I never knew who both of you were. Not until the day you turned up at the house to announce we were going to be a family.” I stepped forward a little more trying to get closer to Hunter. “Knowing what I knew, I tried so hard to stay away from you, Hunter. I swear I did, but I liked you too much. Then, the more I got to know you, the more I fell in love with you.”


    “You’re in love with him?”


    I snapped my head to Mason and nodded my head. “Yes, Mason. I’m in love with your son. I didn’t plan on this. I swear.”


    Hunter stood rigid, but he closed his eyes. He was in pain. I could see it. I wanted to take that away from him, but I didn’t know whether he would let me. I took a few steps towards him and lifted my hand to touch him. “Hunter, I ... ”


    He pulled away from me. “Get away from me, AJ. Don’t touch me.” He looked at me in the eyes. “Don’t ever fucking touch me again.” He walked towards the door. “We’re done.”


    I grabbed my chest with my fist. All my breath seemed to come out of me at once. As the tears streamed, I looked across at Mason’s dejected face. “How could this have happened?”


    Mason went to open his mouth, but then closed it shut. What was the point in saying anything? What was the point in anything anymore period?


    Knowing I had to move fast, I raced out the door without another word and went to my room. I grabbed the suitcase Hunter bought for me and started packing as much of my stuff as possible. There was no way I was going to be able to live here after this revelation. I wouldn’t be welcome here anymore.


    Once I was packed, I timidly opened my door and went outside into the hallway. All was eerily quiet, so I made my way down to the bottom of the stairs and quietly opened the door. Once outside, I called a cab and asked to be taken to Christian’s house. The whole time I was racing around, I knew my shot at happiness had come to its end. I knew I had failed, and I knew I had lost the one true person who had ever meant the world to me—my best friend.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Thirty


    


    


    I had been staying at Christian’s for the past two weeks, and for the past two weeks I hadn’t heard from anybody. All text messages, calls, and visits ceased the moment Hunter found out about his dad and me.


    I should have seen it coming, but how could I have? I should have known Robert was spying on me, but I never knew it was to the level he took it to. Of course he was there—on their wedding day—listening to our conversation. How stupid was I?!


    For two whole weeks, I never went out. I never spoke to anyone apart from Christian or Mandy. They were my rocks through all of this, and they knew what I was going through. Christian was supportive, offering me a shoulder to cry on whenever I needed. In fact, we were sitting, talking about what we were going to do next with our lives when my phone started ringing.


    When I looked, my heart went into my mouth. It was a call from home, which could only mean one of three things. One, it was from my mother, two from Mason, or three, and this is what I hoped beyond imagination... Hunter.


    When I answered hello, my mother’s voice came over the line. “Ayden, how are you?”


    At first I couldn’t move. Was this really my mother? It sounded awfully like her. Why was she being so civil? Oh wait, maybe she’s just reeling me in.


    “To be honest, I’ve been better. How about you?” I frowned towards Christian and mouthed the word Mum to him. All he did was pretend to strangle someone then stab them. Yeah, he was a little over dramatic, our Christian.


    “I must admit, I’ve been better, too. Where have you been staying?”


    I sighed. “At Christian’s. Listen, Mum, I want you to know that I never intended—”


    “I know,” she interrupted. “To be honest, all this has made me think about our relationship. How I should be putting you first for a change.”


    My jaw dropped and all I could mutter was, “Okay.”


    “I know you’re staying at Christian’s and I can appreciate that under the circumstances, but I would like you to come round for a chat. Maybe I can cook you dinner. What do you say?” At first I hesitated. My mum being nice wasn’t something I was used to.


    When I didn’t answer, she sighed. “Look, I can appreciate you’re wary of me, but all I want is a chat. A chance to clear the air so to speak. I really need to get a lot of things off of my chest, and I don’t want to do it over the phone.”


    I closed my eyes wondering if I should say yes. In the end, I felt I had to. I felt I owed it to her to explain everything, and I also felt I owed her an explanation. “Okay, fine. When would you like me to come over?”


    I heard her suck in a breath. “How about tonight? I’ll cook us a new curry recipe I picked up the other day. I’ll also grab us a nice bottle of something.”


    I bit my lip wondering if Hunter will be there. “Is Hunter going to be there?”


    “No. Neither is Mason.” There was a sadness in her voice, and it made me feel bad. I had done all of this. I had broken up a family.


    “Okay, I’ll be there. What time?” I instinctively looked at my watch and saw it was almost four.


    “Say around seven? Just let yourself in when you’re ready. I’ll be here.”


    “Okay, see you then.”


    We both hung up, leaving me to face Christian. He was looking at me as if to say well come on then?


    “My mum’s invited me round to dinner at seven tonight.”


    Christian shook his head violently and got up out of his seat. “Oh no, sweet cheeks. There’s no way in hell you should be going over there. Are you mad?”


    I looked up at him with a frown. “It’s only for dinner. She wants to make amends.”


    “Yeah, with her fist.” I cringed and he noticed. “Sorry, babes, but surely you can see how suspicious all of this is? She found out you had sex with her husband and out the blue, two weeks later, she’s inviting you round for dinner. The woman who used to beat you.” He came over grabbing my arm and showing me my scar. “The woman who did this to you.”


    I looked up into Christian’s eyes and saw the desperation in them. He cared for me. I could see that. He wanted me to be safe, but I had to do this. What was the worst she could possibly do to me?


    “I have to go and see what she says. If she pulls another one of her stunts, I’ll never set foot in that house again. Now that I’m not living there anymore, I can fight back. I will fight back. If she dares to hit me, she will be in for the shock of her life, Christian. I’m tired of sitting down and taking it. I’m tired of nodding my head and being polite because that’s what’s expected of me. If she wants to play that game, then I’m going to pull those gloves on and take my stand. I promise you that, Christian.”


    Christian huffed and sat down beside me. “I don’t fucking like this. I know she’s your mother, but she’s a fucking evil, twisted, psychopath, Ayden. She’s never been nice to you, so why now?”


    I shrugged. “I don’t know. She’s been nice to me ever since this.” I pointed to my arm and shrugged again. “Maybe she feels bad.”


    Christian snorted then saw my reaction. “Sorry, babes. I just think pigs may fly as far as your mother suddenly changing her tune is concerned. I really hope that’s not the case.” He placed a hand on mine. “For your sake.”


    I smiled and looked at the time again. “I suppose I better start getting ready. I haven’t had a shower since yesterday.”


    Christian screwed his nose up. “I was wondering what that smell was.”


    I hit him with one of his sofa cushions. “Hey, cut it out.”


    He started laughing, and I made my way to the shower. I needed to at least try to make an effort—despite not having an ounce of it left in me.


    As I was showering, all I could think about was Hunter. What was Hunter doing? Where was he now? Was he thinking about me? Was he missing me? Those thoughts just seemed to swirl around in my head until my heart ached, and my body yearned to be with him. I hurt like never before. I knew all of this wasn’t anyone’s fault; it was merely a fucked up coincidence. But, Hunter was right. I did conceal it. I did hide it from him. And, I did betray his trust. It was no wonder he hadn’t called or texted me. How could I blame him?


    I did miss him, though. I missed the little ding on my phone every time he texted me. His text messages were always either sweet or rude, but, no matter what, they would always send my heart fluttering.


    When it got close to the time to leave, I called a cab and gathered my bag; I was ready to go. Christian stood up and looked at me. “You look stunning in that dress. Dresses have always suited you.”


    I smiled. “Thanks.”


    He then grabbed my hand. “Promise me you’ll text me half an hour after you get there and every half an hour after that. If I don’t hear back from you, I will be taking action.”


    I shook my head. “Christian, don’t be sil—”


    He shook my hand. “Promise me, Ayden. Please. For me.”


    I sighed and looked into his sincere puppy dog eyes. I could never say no to those eyes. “Okay. Whatever you say, big fella.”


    Christian smiled triumphantly. “Good. Text me when you arrive and every half an hour after, Ayden. I promise I will do something if you don’t.”


    I saluted him. “Yes, sir!”


    He grabbed my cheek and pinched it a little. “You cheeky mare.”


    I grabbed his cheek, too. “My adorable lummox!”


    We both started laughing, and then the taxi started beeping outside, announcing its arrival. “Well, I had better go. I’ll see you later tonight.”


    Christian hugged me. “Okay. You take care, and remember—take no shit from her. You owe her nothing, Ayden. You’re not living under her roof anymore.”


    I nodded. “I know.”


    I was soon out the door of the flat and racing down the stairs towards the waiting taxi. I rounded off the address to him and sat back as the flurries of butterflies entered my stomach. I was about to go home after two weeks away. A home that was filled with so many good and bad memories that I was wondering if I could ever cope.


    As we stopped at the gates, my heart rate picked up. I paid the taxi driver, got out of the car, and sent a text to Christian.


    Me: I am here now. Will send you text in thirty.


    Christian: Okay. Good luck, sweet cheeks. I’ll be waiting for you. xxx


    I smiled and placed my phone back in my handbag. I checked the time knowing that I would need to text Christian in exactly half an hour. It was seven now, so that was easy to remember.


    I was planning on ringing the doorbell, but it felt strange. It was then I remembered that my mother told me just to let myself in. I dug around my purse and did just that. All was quiet. The only thing outside was my mother’s Mercedes.


    As I got to the door, I knocked out of politeness and put my key in the lock. When I pushed at the door, I braced myself for a blow to the head or my wild mother wielding a knife. None of it came. Instead, I was met by a completely transformed woman standing in the hallway—smiling at me.


    “Ayden, how lovely to see you.” She wiped her hands on the apron she wore and came rushing in for a hug. I stiffened, but I tried my best to hug her back.


    When she pulled away, she looked at me. “You look like you’ve lost weight. Come, we need to remedy that.” She motioned for me to follow her, and, before I did, I briefly looked up the stairs towards Hunter’s room. I knew he wasn’t there, but it still didn’t stop the ache in my heart. I really did miss him.


    As we neared the kitchen, I could smell the curry. “Wow! That smells delicious.”


    My mother smiled. “It’s Chicken Jafrezi. I just thought I would try something different for a change.”


    I sat down at the breakfast bar and Mum poured me some wine. “Well, I can’t wait to try it.” I held up my glass. “Thank you.”


    My mum lifted her glass up too, and we clinked them together. Never had I ever done something so simple as that with her in all my nineteen years.


    “So, how have you been? Really, I mean?”


    She was asking me?


    I sighed. “I’m in a bad place to tell you the truth. I know Hunter and I did wrong by starting a relationship behind your backs, but I really did try to fight it. When we were on holiday together, I told Hunter I loved him, and he eventually said it back. It was then we knew we had to say something to you. In fact, we were planning on doing just that the night when you two came back from your honeymoon.” I waited for her to shout at me—maybe even throw the glass of wine in my face—but, instead, she remained calm. She even looked sympathetic.


    “I must be honest with you. I would have liked for you to have told me sooner. It was very unpleasant finding out that way. The whole experience was very unpleasant. But, you’re hurting too... just like we all are.”


    I saw her sad eyes and grimaced. “Do you mind me asking what’s happening between you and Mason now?”


    She sighed. “We haven’t spoken since. Something like that is hard to get over. We’re both going to need some time apart to adjust. I really don’t know at this stage.”


    I bit my lip, wondering whether to ask, but then I thought to hell with it. “Have you seen Hunter?”


    She shook her head. “No. He left soon after you did, and I haven’t heard from him since. He hasn’t even collected all of his things yet.”


    I closed my eyes. “I’m so sorry about all of this. It’s just so hard to explain. The coincidence is just unreal. I swear to you that I never knew. You remembered my reaction that day when I met them. Now, you know why.” I put my head down a little. “I suppose you hate me.”


    She shook her head. “No, of course not. I haven’t been very observant of you, Ayden, and for that, I’m sorry.” She sighed and then went back to stirring her sauce.


    We chatted about nothing major for a few minutes after, and once it got to half past seven, I texted Christian.


    Me: Going surprisingly well. Will text you at eight. xx


    I put my phone in my bag, and about ten minutes later, the dinner was ready. “Go take a seat in the dining room. I’ll bring it all in.”


    I dutifully did as asked and made my way inside. About five minutes later, my mum came in with two plates of food. She laid mine down and sat down with hers.


    “Thank you. It looks delicious.”


    She smiled. “I hope you like it.” She had a glint in her eye as she took her first bite.


    I smiled, picked up my fork, and took my first bite. It was good, but then my mother’s cooking always was. When she looked at me expectantly, I smiled. “This is really good, Mum. You should keep this on your recipe card.”


    She chuckled a little. “Oh, I will.”


    We then slipped into conversation about random things like the summer, my school, and how things were going for her at work. It was surprisingly comfortable. Everything was surprising me tonight.


    As always though, you should never let your guard down when there’s cause to be suspicious. Things turned pretty strange when I was halfway through my meal. For some reason, I kept clearing my throat.


    “Is everything okay, dear?” my mother asked, sweetly.


    I lifted my hand to my throat and winced. “I don’t know. My throat’s really dry all of a sudden.”


    My mother looked worried. “Oh, dear. Would you like some water?”


    I nodded—wincing as it seemed to get worse. “Yes, please.”


    My mother got up and left me, but pretty soon, my heart starting beating wildly in my chest. I was feeling dizzy and weak. So, so weak.


    What was wrong with me?


    “Here’s your water, dear.”


    I groaned. “Thank you.” I tried picking the water up, but it slipped through my hands as I collapsed on the floor.


    My mother got up and hovered over me. “Oh dear, you have got yourself in a bit of a pickle, haven’t you? It seems that life has just been too unkind for you, and you couldn’t cope anymore.” She tapped my shoulder. “There, there, dear. I’ll tell everyone that this is what you wanted. You were distraught after Hunter left you and you broke up your mother and her husband’s marriage. Everyone will understand.” I watched in a blur as she got up to clean the table. “I’ll leave yours here, so they know it was all your doing. Goodbye, sweet daughter of mine. I hope you rot in hell!”


    I didn’t realise it at first, but I had my hand held out to her—wordlessly asking her to help me. I didn’t know why, but she was the only one who could. I was dying. I could feel it. Every nerve in my body was shutting down, and I knew that my life would end soon.


    My mother wanted me dead.


    My mother killed me.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Thirty-One


    


    Hunter


    


    Two weeks had gone by, and I thought I would have felt better by this point.


    I didn’t.


    I felt like fucking shit.


    I never knew a time would come when I would meet the right girl. You know... the one that you wanted to be with even away from all the sex. I wanted AJ with a passion. I wanted her all the fucking time, but the closeness of her was what I craved the most. I longed to be near her. I needed to be near her. She had a pure heart, which was a cure for my diseased one. There was no denying that she was going to be mine. Of course she was going to be mine. There was no other way.


    But, then, my world came crashing down. All it took was a note through the door and a blow by fucking blow description of the conversation my dad and AJ had at the gates on his wedding day. I was fucking there. I watched them! I even asked AJ what it was all about, and she just looked me dead in the eye and lied to me. It was some shit about her accepting my dad into the family. What fucking bullshit.


    Yet, here I was on day fucking fifteen, still wishing and yearning to be with her. I spent my time at the penthouse as my dad decided to move to a hotel until, hopefully, things settled down a bit.


    Yeah... fat fucking chance.


    I was trying to get over her. I really was. I even invited a girl round and tried to get it up. No fucking use. AJ had bewitched me. She made sure of that the day she met me. The only thing left to do was drown my sorrows.


    So that was what I did most nights. Women were no fucking use, so why not alcohol? Pathetic excuse, I know, but it worked. For a little while anyway.


    I was sitting on the sofa watching The Breakfast Club. I loved that fucking film. I was at the part where Bender was asking Vernon if Barry Manilow knew that he had raided his wardrobe when my phone started ringing.


    I looked down, disappointed when it wasn’t from my AJ. Fuck knows why because I still wouldn’t have spoken with her. I just missed her voice. I missed her... period.


    The caller was Beth, my dad’s new secretary. At first I was going to ignore it, but something told me to answer it.


    “Mr. Davenport, I’m so sorry to disturb you at such a late hour.”


    I pinched my nose, ready for the shit about some crisis at work with one of our clients. “Don’t worry, Beth, what is it?”


    She sighed and sounded a little out of sorts. “I really didn’t know whether to call you, but the gentleman sounded so insistent. He called the office, but as you know the phone calls come to me after hours. I was told by your father to only call if there was an emergency.”


    I was getting frustrated now. “Okay, Beth, just spit it out.”


    “His name is Christian Baker. He sounded a little crazy to be honest. He kept saying that you had to go round to the Pearson residence. Something about a matter of life or death. He mentioned the name Ayden and left his number. He wasn’t making any sense. He was babbling. That’s why I thought I had better call you.”


    My heart rate picked up a notch. Was something wrong with AJ? “Okay, give me his number, Beth.” She read out the number to me, and I wrote it down. By the time I hung up, I was already dialling and gathering my keys to leave.


    After one ring, Christian answered. “Please tell me this is Hunter?”


    I closed my eyes. “Yes, this is he. What the fuck is going on?”


    Suddenly, Christian started crying. Out of nowhere, he just started sobbing over the phone to me. “It’s Ayden. She’s gone round to her mother’s house.”


    I frowned, shaking my head. “So, what the fuck has that got to do with me?”


    “Her mother is a fucking psychopath, Hunter. Didn’t you see that cut on Ayden’s arm?”


    My eyes widened, and I felt sick. “Her mother did that to her?”


    “Yes!” he screeched. “She did it that night at the party. No doubt she gave you some lame excuse as to how she got it. If you noticed any other scars on her, then they are most likely from her mother, too.”


    I ran my fingers through my hair as I called the lift. “Fuck! Why didn’t she tell me?!”


    Christian sighed. “Partly because she’s ashamed, but also because she thinks she deserves it. She thinks she killed her father, Hunter. That’s what she’s been brought up on her whole life. Her mother has beaten and bruised her so badly that she thinks she is the cause of her father’s death. You and I know that it’s not true, but Ayden has had that thought drilled into her ever since her sixth birthday.” He sighed again just as my lift doors opened. “You have to come over here. I asked her to text me every half hour to make sure she was okay. She texted me at seven and was supposed to text me again twenty minutes ago. I heard nothing, so I made my way over to the house. I told her... I gave her specific instructions that if she didn’t respond in time, then I would take action. No one’s answering the door. Something’s wrong. Something is most definitely wrong. Please say you can come over? You still have the key to get into the house, right?”


    I got in the lift and pressed the basement floor button. “Yes. I’m on my way.”


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Thirty-Two


    


    


    My mouth felt like it was on fire. So dry. Need water. Need water. I tried opening my eyes, but the light was hurting them. I had no other choice but to squeeze them shut again.


    Where was I?


    My body seemed to want me to sleep, but my mind was fighting to wake up. Just wake the fuck up already!


    I tried opening my eyes again, and that time I was able to see a window where the light was coming through. I strained some more to see, but everywhere hurt. I groaned out loud.


    “Ayden, thank fuck!”


    I turned toward the voice and saw Christian sitting on a chair next to my bed.


    Wait—I was in bed? How did that happen? “Where am I?” My voice was a little croaky. It felt like my throat was on fire.


    I felt his hand on my shoulder. “Calm down, Ayden, you’re fine. We had to bring you to hospital, and the doctors had to pump your stomach.”


    Wait. What?


    “What the fuck’s going on, Christian?”


    I managed to open my eyes fully and tried to sit myself up. Christian soon got up and tried holding me down. “Do you not remember what happened? Don’t you remember going round to your mum’s house for dinner?”


    Then it all came back to me. The last thing I remembered was sitting at the dinner table, and my throat felt like it was burning up. My heart starting racing, and I felt weak. Next moment, I had collapsed, and I didn’t remember anything after that.


    “What did she do to me, Christian?” I felt the tears well, but it hurt my throat.


    I heard him sigh. “She poisoned your food with Cyanide, Ayden. I’m so sorry.” I felt him rub my shoulder in comfort, but no level of shoulder rubbing could comfort me.


    I shouldn’t be surprised, should I? My mum had always been a little fucked up, so why should this be any different?


    Maybe because she tried to kill you!


    That thought scrambled about in my head for a while before it actually sank in. Did my mother actually try to kill me?


    I should’ve cried. I wanted to cry, but the tears never came. Strange. I had been crying buckets over Hunter, but couldn’t seem to find it in my heart to shed one tear over the fact that my mother hated me so damn much that she had tried to murder me.


    “Hunter’s in the hospital. He hasn’t left your side. The only reason he’s not here now is because he went to get some coffee.”


    I snapped my head towards him. “Hunter’s here?”


    Christian nodded with a smile. “He was the one who found you and saved you. To be honest, I intervened when you didn’t text me.” He dipped his head before meeting my eyes again. “I had to tell him, A. I’m so sorry, but I knew there was something wrong. He had to know, so he could go to the house and make sure you were okay. He let us both in and found you on the floor having a seizure. Your mother must have left the house by then.”


    My eyes widened. “Where is she now?”


    “The police are out looking for her.” I groaned. “And that’s not it either.”


    I looked to him. “What?”


    Christian bit his lip. “The press got wind of it, too. They’ve been camping outside the hospital ever since trying to get news of your condition.”


    I closed my eyes with a groan. “For years, I kept this a secret, and now the whole world knows?”


    “And so they should, AJ.”


    I looked across to find Hunter’s voice and saw him standing there with a coffee in his hands. He looked every bit the handsome Hunter I knew him to be, but he was tired. His face was gaunt, and he obviously hadn’t shaved in a few days.


    “How are you feeling?”


    I groaned. “Like I’ve been run over by a bus.”


    Hunter pointed to the door. “I should get the doctor. You’ve been out for a few days. Everyone’s been worried sick about you.”


    I went to tell him it was fine, but he was out the door before I could say anything. I turned back to Christian and found him smiling. “What?”


    “That boy has it bad for my Ayden.”


    I huffed. “Don’t be silly. He probably just feels sorry for me now. I hate people’s pity.” I groaned again. “Does the whole of the United Kingdom know about this now?”


    He nodded. “Sorry, mate. It’s been on the news as well, so I would say more than the UK know about your story by now.” He paused a moment before speaking. “And, you’re wrong by the way.”


    I frowned at him. “Wrong about what?”


    “The way Hunter feels about you.”


    At that moment, Hunter and a doctor stepped into the room. “Miss Pearson, you gave us quite the scare for a moment there.” The middle-aged doctor smiled at me. He had grey hair, glasses, and very nice teeth. “How are you feeling?”


    “Sore,” I admitted.


    The doctor offered me a tight smile. “Well, we had to pump your stomach, and at first, we didn’t know what was inside you. We suspected poisoning because of your history and the fact that your stepbrother told us you were found by the dining table. The police helped us quickly and managed to find traces of a white powder in your kitchen. First, we had to treat you for suspected poisoning, but we needed the confirmation of what you were poisoned with before we could administer any specific drugs. You were very ill, Miss Pearson, but I think your stepbrother’s quick thinking saved your life.” He smiled at me, and I turned my head to Hunter. He looked both relieved and lost.


    “So, when can I go home?”


    The doctor looked at Hunter and then back at me. I could see what that look entailed. He knew what I was getting myself into once I left this room.


    “Luckily, we managed to treat you before you had any long term neurological or pulmonary damage.” He then checked my charts and tested my vitals. “I think, all going well, you could leave here in a couple of days.”


    I smiled. “Thank you, Doctor.”


    He nodded. “I will get the nurse to come by with some food in a little while. We want to see you get your strength back up.” He then walked out the door leaving me, Hunter, and Christian alone in the room.


    Hunter quickly looked to Christian. “Do you mind if I have a private word with AJ?”


    Christian got up with a smile. “No, not at all. I need to get home anyway.” He leaned over, kissed my forehead and grabbed my hand. “Stay strong, Ayden. I never want to go through that again.”


    I laughed at his smile. “I don’t either, Christian. That’s for certain.” He squeezed my hand one more time before walking out the door.


    “He loves you.”


    I tried sitting up a little. “That’s not the first time I’ve heard that today.”


    Hunter frowned. “What’s that?”


    I shook my head with a smile. “Nothing.”


    Hunter came and sat down next to me. His sheer presence had me weak, since he was close. So close in fact that I could have reached out and touched his arm.


    “I suppose you’re really angry with me again.” I looked away, feeling ashamed. I was doing that a lot lately.


    “AJ, I am angry, but I’m only angry with your mother. Not you.” He grabbed my hand—making me look at him. “Never you.”


    “I swear I never said anything simply because I thought she was getting better. I thought that despite what she thought of and did to me, she loved Mason. That’s what I kept telling myself.”


    Hunter shook my hand. “AJ, you don’t have to justify your actions to me. You’re the victim here.” He looked away a moment like he was disgusted. “Christian told me this has been going on ever since your father died. No one ever deserves to be treated the way you were, AJ. She’s your mother. She’s supposed to love you.”


    At his words, the tears finally made an appearance. Before then, I had been numb. Hunter just seemed to bring it all out of me.


    “I’m sorry,” I breathed out. “About everything.”


    Hunter sighed and closed his eyes a moment. “I know. I wished it wasn’t so, but I do realise that things were more than a little complicated for you.” He grimaced. “I’m just finding this all a little overwhelming at the moment. I need time. I just can’t seem to stop playing it all over in my head.”


    I reached out and touched his hand. “I know, Hunter. I do. Just be here for now... as my friend. That’s all I ask.”


    He breathed out a sigh of relief and smiled. “Okay.”


    “Thank you for saving my life.”


    Hunter’s smile was wide, though sadness was still hidden inside those green eyes of his. “Don’t mention it, AJ.”


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Thirty-Three


    


    


    Soon after that, the police came and interviewed me. It was a strange feeling because I had never bared my soul like that to anyone. Sure, Christian and Mandy knew what my mother was capable of, but they didn’t have the full picture. They didn’t see the hurt inside that I had to carry around with me. Hunter did. Hunter knew all along there was something simmering inside of me, and that was why I would forever call him my best friend. I had no clue what may exist between us beyond friendship; I was just happy that he was once again in my life.


    As far as my mother was concerned, she was caught by police while trying to leave the country the following day. That caused a flurry of even more news to spread across the country. I felt violated. I didn’t want this. I didn’t ask for this. Hunter tried soothing me by explaining how the world deserved to know the kind of person my mother was. How she deserved to experience the level of abuse that she no doubt would receive once everyone knew she was a child abuser.


    Yes, I winced at that phrase. It was a horrible phrase, and it was one I would no doubt have to get used to. It was a childhood where I was brought up from the age of six not knowing any better. I got used to her verbal abuse, her slaps, her rages, and the marks she etched on my body. It became second nature because I didn’t know any other way. At one stage, I even thought it was the norm for a child to be treated that way. I came to know that that’s not the case, but I didn’t know any better growing up.


    I left the hospital to find a mass of press firing questions at me. Hunter, Christian, and Mandy told them where to go. Mandy even shouted, “Step back, you fucking vultures.” I laughed about it on the way back in the car. Of course, I was treated like royalty by them. Hired cars with black tinted windows, flowers, cards, and offers of people’s sympathy poured in. I had the world on my side... all except the one person I wanted the most. Yes, I had him with me, but he was distant—aloof even. He was there when I needed him to be, but he wasn’t at the same time. It made me ache inside. After a few more days, I had come to the conclusion that Hunter and I could never go back to the way we were before.


    It crushed me.


    It had been over a week since I left hospital, and I was staying at Christian’s. I could have moved back home, but I didn’t want to revisit the house which could have been my last resting place. I knew I had to at some point, but I was happy with being close to my friends, close to new and good memories... and close to Hunter.


    He visited every day to make sure all my needs were taken care of. He even answered the phone when Christian wasn’t there. How the press managed to get a hold of Christian’s phone number was anyone’s guess, but they were relentless. I had offer after counter-offer to tell my story. I even had a literary agent call to offer me a contract to tell my story. I think the fact that my father was a published author helped. That alone would probably make the book a success. At that moment, though, I wasn’t ready. I still needed time alone.


    Christian was with me, and I wasn’t sure whether Hunter would be soon or not. He hadn’t called or texted, and I didn’t want to be the one to chase. I didn’t want to be the needy girl, who was constantly wondering where he was and if he was planning on seeing me that day.


    When the doorbell rang, I jumped, ran out through the living room door and straight to the front door. I opened it eagerly, but it wasn’t Hunter; it was Mason. He was wearing a suit and holding a bunch of flowers. He looked great, but I could tell he hadn’t been having a good time of it. His eyes were sunken, and the purple rings underneath them were visible.


    “Hey,” he whispered. It was hardly a sound.


    “Hey,” I replied back.


    He scratched his head like he was in discomfort. “I hope you don’t mind me visiting you like this. I just wanted to see you.”


    It was then I realised something. Mason was at Christian’s door, but the front door was actually downstairs. “How did you get in?”


    “The neighbour downstairs let me in.”


    I sighed. I didn’t need this when the press were hovering outside of the flat. Mason could have been anybody.


    “Do you want to come in?” I motioned for him to pass, and he started walking.


    “That would be nice, thanks.” He handed me the flowers. “I brought you these. I wasn’t sure which ones you liked, so I took the liberty of buying some lilies.”


    I took them from him and smelled them. “They’re lovely, Mason. Thank you.” I proceeded to shut the door, and we both walked into the front room. Christian was busy in the kitchen, and I knew he would want to give me some alone time.


    I placed the flowers on the coffee table and offered him a seat. “Would you like some tea or coffee?” I offered.


    Mason shook his head. “No, that’s fine. This will just be a brief visit. I really just wanted to see you and find out how you are. I’ve been worried about you... with what you must be going through... ”


    I smiled at his sentiment. Mason was always a good man. I knew that to be true, and felt bad that I didn’t save him from my mother. “I’m so sorry I never told you. I just kept thinking about how her treatment of you was so much better than her treatment of me. I know that doesn’t make sense, but—”


    Mason turned to face me more directly and interrupted. “It makes perfect sense. To me, she always acted like the perfect mother, the perfect woman, and the perfect wife. I must admit there were times when I thought she was a little aloof or quiet even. She would seem stressed out, but I just attributed it to wedding jitters. I would have never married her if I had known, but I certainly don’t blame you for not telling me.” He went silent for a moment. “From what the press are saying, you’ve dealt with this since you were a child?”


    I nodded. “Yes. Unfortunately, it has taken place on and off since my father died. It was never constant. I probably should have known something was up. It wasn’t like her to be so caring, much less forgiving. Her behaviour over the years had been anything but.” I sighed. “She always blamed me for the accident, so I just passed it off to that all the time. If it hadn’t have been my birthday, we wouldn’t have gone out that day and ran into the storm.”


    Mason’s eyes widened. “You were six.”


    I chuckled knowing what he meant. “Yeah, I was.”


    He shook his head. “That night at the party, was that... ”


    “Yes. She thought I was ruining it for her. I was just trying to keep out of the way, but then my uncle turned up... then Robert. It was just one disaster after another. I didn’t ask for all of that, but my mother didn’t see it that way.”


    Mason’s nostrils flared. “You didn’t ask for any of that.” He ran his hands through his hair, and it immediately reminded me of Hunter. “I’m so sorry. I should have been more observant.”


    I gasped. “How were you supposed to know what was happening? My mother was careful, and quite frankly, so was I. I was used to her shit and was an expert at hiding everything from everyone. I had years of practice.” Mason visibly winced. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you feel uncomfortable.”


    Mason shook his head. “You shouldn’t have to feel sorry for anything. You should know that I’m filing for divorce.” I nodded my head, and he fell silent for a moment. I knew he was working his way up to something. “You and Hunter... ” He saw my reaction and faltered a second. When I relaxed and nodded, he carried on. “Are you together now? I wouldn’t know because he still won’t speak to me.”


    I felt bad for him. Mason was just as innocent in all of it as I was. “Quite frankly, I don’t know where we are.”


    Mason nodded. “Do you really love him?”


    That certainly got my attention. I regarded him for a second, but I already knew what I was going to say. “Yes.”


    He looked away and nodded again as if that finally answered his question. “Good.”


    That response surprised me somewhat. “Good?”


    Mason looked back at me. “Hunter needs someone in his life. Someone who loves him.”


    I straightened my posture a little. “And you don’t mind that it’s me—after what happened between us?”


    Mason chuckled slightly. “I must admit, it is strange for me, but I won’t deny the obvious feelings you have for each other. If you two want to pursue this, then who am I to stand in your way?” He fully turned and grabbed my hand. “Yes, things are complicated. And, yes, it will be a while before any of us will get used to this, but in the short time we were living together, I got to know you, Ayden. I know you have a good heart... one that will care for my son.”


    I felt the tears well. “I do care for him very much. Take away my love for him, and he would still be my best friend before anything. Add the love in, and it just makes for someone I can’t possibly live without.”


    Mason exhaled with a smile. “He’s lucky to have you.”


    I chuckled a little. “I’m lucky to have him.” If he will have me.


    Once he saw in my eyes what he needed to, Mason patted my hand and got up. “I really must go.”


    I nodded and got up with him. “Thank you for the visit.” I pointed to the flowers. “And the flowers. They’re beautiful.”


    Mason smiled. “You’re welcome.” He came forward and offered me his arms. I accepted, wrapped my arms around him, and smelled his soothing scent. “Take care of yourself, Ayden. I hope we can see each other soon.”


    I sighed, closing my eyes. “Me, too.”


    We both broke away and smiled, but then I noticed something in the corner of my eye. Hunter was standing in the doorway—a shocked and angry expression on his face. “I should have known.” He turned to walk out the door, and in a flash, both Mason and I were on his tail.


    “Wait up, Son. This is not what you think.”


    He turned angrily at the door. Christian was behind him and he mouthed the word sorry. He was obviously the one who let Hunter in.


    “I’ll leave you guys to it.” Christian walked away, leaving us all together in the hall.


    “Then what was it, Dad? I mean, come on. How bad does it look that I come to visit Ayden, and she’s cuddling up to my dad? Normally, it wouldn’t mean shit, but after your history together.” He puffed out some air, and I knew I had lost Hunter all over again. It didn’t matter that all of it was totally innocent.


    “Hunter, Ayden had just been through a traumatic experience. Irrelevant to our history, I care about Ayden, and of course I wanted to visit to see if she was okay. You won’t talk to me. What else was I supposed to do?”


    “Please stop,” I murmured.


    “I don’t know... maybe warn me that you were coming, so I could make sure I wasn’t around when you did show up.”


    Mason’s nostrils flared. “How could I when you never answer your phone?”


    “Please stop,” I whispered again.


    “Um, I don’t know... try texting me?!”


    Mason was about to retort when I put my hand out. “Stop!” I exhaled a breath and with it came a sob. “Just listen to yourselves!” I sighed and shook my head. I had done this. I had broken them apart. “You’re father and son. You’re the only people you’ve got and you’re tearing into each other like this? And for what? Me? Nothing is worth splitting a father and son apart. Nothing.”


    We all fell deathly silent for a while—staring at each other. When no one said anything, I spoke again, aiming my speech at Hunter. “You have to learn to forgive your father, Hunter. He’s done nothing wrong apart from keeping something from you. Something which was best kept away, so we could have avoided all of this pain and suffering. Yes, I know it’s bad to hide things from the ones you love, but sometimes you have to in order to avoid the emotional distress. Your father loved my mother. Wouldn’t you have done the same if the situation was reversed?”


    Hunter gritted his teeth and dropped his head back on the wall. He was suffering; I knew he was, but he also knew my words had an element of truth in them—no matter how angry he was.


    “I’m going to go and let you two speak.” We both looked at Mason, who was looking at Hunter. “Son, please get in touch once you calm down.” He then turned to me. “Take care of yourself, Ayden.” He smiled and I said my thanks. We watched as he went downstairs to the front door. When he opened it, the cameras started flashing, and a woman’s voice could be heard shouting, “Mr. Davenport, is it true that you had an affair with your stepdaughter?” The door slammed and Hunter and I were left wide-eyed and speechless.


    I closed my eyes. I couldn’t believe this. First my mum and now the press had gotten wind of our family situation. How was I ever going to get through this now? Wasn’t dealing with my mother enough?


    I heard Hunter sigh. “This isn’t going to work, is it?”


    I squeezed my eyes even harder for a moment and felt the tears coming. When I willed myself to open them again, Hunter was standing there staring at me. He looked just as lost as I did.


    Eventually, I shook my head. “No, it’s not.”


    I was saving face. I desperately wanted Hunter, but I knew that as long as he had his dad and me in his head, he would never get over it. I was saving both him and me a lot of heartache down the road. Despite the fact that losing him would kill me, I knew he wanted me to let him go. I had to at least give him this because that’s what best friends do.


    So, despite my heart aching in a way I had never experienced, I held Hunter’s hand and told him he was free. I told him to find happiness and that I wished him everything he ever desired. Because I cared for him deeply, because he was my friend, and because I loved him more than anything in this world.


    Once Hunter heard my acceptance, he left—taking my blessing with him. But, no matter how much I put on a happy face, it didn’t take away the immeasurable pain I was in knowing I had lost the only man I had ever truly loved.


    Once I shut the door, I leaned against it... unable to fathom how my life had turned out like this. All I had ever wanted was a happy, loving family. Hunter was it.


    I had lost everything.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Thirty-Four


    


    One year later


    


    After a couple of weeks of crying and moping about the house, Christian kicked my arse and told me to stop being a pussy. I had to get on with life, and he would make sure I would because there was no way he was going to stand there and watch me deteriorate into nothing. Those were his exact words, and it was just the tonic I needed. If it hadn’t been for Christian, I would have probably wallowed more and more until I just vanished into thin air one day.


    In the end, I hired an agent and got my whole sob story sold to the press. She told me it was in my best interests to get it out there, so that people heard my side—the truth. Not speculation, not conjecture—my story. What actually happened behind the doors of the Pearson residence.


    My mother was diagnosed with schizophrenia. She actually had quite a severe form of it that was passed down from my grandmother. All I knew of her was that she died of heart failure a couple of years after I was born. My mother obviously didn’t want to disclose that important piece of information to me. She hid it well. In fact, she hid it too well. She had been on medication without any of us knowing. At times, she would miss pills or drink alcohol on them, and that was obviously when she came for me. I was her paranoia. The one she thought was out to get her. I must admit it made me think of my uncle, Pete, too. He was always a little strange in his behaviour. It made me wonder if it had been passed on through his genes as well. Of course, after finding out, I worried it could be passed down to me, but my therapist said that despite my history and the signs that I was suffering post traumatic stress disorder, I was as healthy as the next person. It was great news, but it got me thinking about my life as a whole. Thus began my separate career as a writer.


    Once I told my story, I went back to college as normal and set about doing my final year. In my spare time, I wrote and eventually accepted a publishing offer.


    Ten months later, my mum went to trial for attempted murder. It went on for three weeks, and it was three weeks of hell. On the day of sentencing, my mother was given life for attempted murder with diminished responsibility. She was to serve at least twelve years before she had a chance of parole. She was now serving time in a psychiatric prison.


    The press, of course, had a field day again, and it brought everything back for me again. I was scared it would make me retreat, but another pep talk from Christian gave me all the encouragement I needed to carry on. We weren’t living together anymore. As the house, my trust fund, and any other assets my mother once owned, went to me, I was left a very rich woman. In the end, I sold my family home. Although it held great memories, it was also filled with extremely bad ones. It broke my heart, but it was time to move on.


    I found out that Robert was the main instigator in plotting my demise. He had the audacity to make out like I was cheating on him and thus deserved everything I got. Last I heard, his dad caught wind of his son’s extra-curricular activities involving me, and he was so embarrassed by him that he shipped him off to live with his aunt in America. I was glad to hear that because, afterwards, he actually did leave me alone.


    Thankfully, in the end, things eventually died down again, but one thing remained a constant; I missed Hunter like he was my last breath.


    Last May, I did my exams and passed with flying colours. I was offered a job soon after in London, working alongside a murder investigation team. I had been working there for three months, and my book was well on its way to publishing. All was great—apart from one thing.


    Or rather—one person.


    I hadn’t heard from Hunter since the day I had let him go. I hadn’t heard from Mason either, but I never expected to. Despite letting him go, I still couldn’t help the anger bubbling inside at the thought that he never tried to fight for us. I know I let him go, but he didn’t even try to fight. I held onto that hate because it was the only emotion I could handle.


    I tried to date others, but no one could ever come close to Hunter. No one even came remotely close. I would find myself comparing them to Hunter. Always trying to find something in them that gave me that connection to him. I just felt nothing. I was doomed to be alone forever because I just couldn’t get over that damn man... no matter how hard I tried.


    I was at the police station and was ready to go home for the day. I had gathered my things, said goodbye to everyone, and was heading outside when I saw that... coming through the front doors was... Hunter. Seeing him instantly made my heart break all over again, but that wasn’t all. Beside him, under his arm, was a stunning woman. She was blonde—just like me—with blue eyes—just like me. She even looked a little like me.


    I stopped dead in my tracks, and it was when Hunter looked my way for the first time. His mouth fell open, and for a while, we stood there just staring at one another. The same stare that held so much promise to me all those months ago. The same stare that haunted me day and night.


    Eventually, getting over the shock, I stepped forward and so did Hunter. He smiled my way, and that was when his girlfriend noticed me for the first time. “Ayden, what a surprise.”


    I saw his girlfriend frown and then recognition immediately surfaced on her face. Of course she knew about me. Everyone did. My whole soul had been bared to the world by now. Once my book came out, the whole world would know my true story.


    “What are you doing in this neck of the woods?” I smiled brightly, even though my heart felt like it was crushed.


    “Sally had her purse stolen in the coffee shop on Berkley Road. We were just coming in here to report it.”


    I looked at Sally and she remained expressionless. “I’m really sorry to hear that.”


    Hunter smiled and looked over my attire. I was wearing a blue skirt suit with a white blouse and high heels. I noticed he lingered a little too long at my legs, as his eyes roamed, and I couldn’t help but feel those fires start inside of me. He looked simply delicious as always with his dark hair, green eyes, and expensive grey suit on. No doubt he was working for his father’s firm by now.


    “You look good, Ayden. Working here suits you.”


    I gave him a cheeky smile, and I could see Sally was getting more and more agitated by the minute. “You look good, too, Hunter. I take it you’re working for Davenport and Son by now?”


    He nodded. “Yeah. In the end, it was time to get over everything and move on.”


    I kept my smile even though I ached inside. I was glad he forgave his father in the end and had moved on—even if he hadn’t extended the same courtesy to me. In fact, judging by Sally here, Hunter had moved on from me completely without a backwards glance. The thought killed me.


    When the awkward silence ensued, I knew it was my cue to leave. There was no way I was going to stick around any longer and put myself through more pain.


    “Well, I better be going home. It was nice to see you again, Hunter.” I looked at Sally. “And nice to see you, too. Take care of yourself.” Not wanting to make this any more uncomfortable, I walked off. I could tell Hunter wanted to say something, but he shut his mouth. So much has happened in this last year that I thought I would have been over him.


    How wrong was I?


    


    *****


    


    A few more days passed, and I was in the coffee shop down the road from work. I often sat there to either read or write. I liked having alone-time... those times when I could be shut away from the outside world.


    Unfortunately, this day wasn’t one of them. I was on the phone with my agent, and she was badgering me about my book. It went live yesterday, and things had been a little crazy. My escape to drink coffee was obviously fruitless.


    “A Family Lost went straight to number one in the UK as well as in the US, Ayden. Congratulations! You must be thrilled.”


    I sighed. I should be, but I wasn’t. Seeing Hunter the other day really did affect me. I had hardly eaten since. “I am thrilled. It’s great news, Betsy.”


    She shrilled on the phone to me. “Everyone is already talking about it. You have reviews being posted every five minutes. It’s fantastic. Now, let’s talk about your signing tomorrow.”


    She waffled on a little more, and I just sat there making all the right noises. I should have been interested, and I should have been grateful, but my heart was lost. I was lost.


    We soon ended the call, and I sat there vacantly staring at the paper in front of me. I kept willing myself to read, but my eyes didn’t want to focus. As I sat there, my phone pinged, and I picked it up with a sigh. I didn’t want to converse with anyone, yet I had no other choice but to make the effort. When I saw the name, I gasped.


    Fuck Face: Am I still called Fuck Face?


    For the first time in a while, a small smile crept onto my face. I hadn’t had the heart to delete his phone number or his previous messages.


    I sat there for a while wondering whether to respond, but my curiosity got the better of me.


    Me: That’s for me to know.


    It wasn’t long before a response came.


    Fuck Face: I would certainly like to find out.


    My eyes widened and my heart rate picked up.


    Me: Wouldn’t Sally have something to say about that?


    Fuck Face: Still haven’t lost that spark, I see.


    Me: I’m just calling it how I see it.


    Fuck Face: I saw your book released yesterday. Congratulations.


    I noticed the change in subject and replied.


    Me: Thank you.


    Fuck Face: Some things you never move on from.


    I sat and stared at the text for a moment, my heart beating rapidly. Hunter had obviously read my book, and I didn’t quite know how I felt about it. I knew there was a chance he would, but I never thought it would be this quick, and I most certainly didn’t think I would hear from him about it.


    That sentence was reserved for Hunter. I was honest in the book speaking about my loss of a best friend and lover. Someone I knew I would never move on from. My publisher loved that part. For me, it was a chance to close a chapter in my life in order to move on. For my publisher, it was all about a broken love story that would make anyone, who would ever read it, yearn to have a happily-ever-after at the end. I, unfortunately, knew that would never happen.


    Fuck Face: It’s not like you to not have a comeback, AJ.


    My heart skipped a beat at the look of his nickname for me. I hadn’t been called AJ since Hunter, and I knew that was how it would remain.


    Me: You read it.


    Fuck Face: Yes.


    Me: What did you think?


    I sat there biting my lip. I was getting ready for him to bite back. I always thought Hunter may become angry with me about it. I never mentioned his name, but he would know.


    Fuck Face: It was a great, solid story told from the heart. I liked it. The author has great talent, but I always knew she did. She just needed to have a little faith in herself.


    I smiled. Hunter always knew how to make my heart light up. I was about to reply when another came through.


    Fuck Face: I also connected with the author in a big way. In fact, she doesn’t realise this yet, but I’m still very much in love with her.


    I grabbed my chest—unable to comprehend what I was reading. He had moved on. I had seen it with my own eyes just a few days ago when he was with his girlfriend.


    Fuck Face: You should hardly be surprised, AJ.


    I covered my mouth as a shocked sob left my lips. I was smiling like an idiot, and yet I shouldn’t be. He left me when I needed him. If anything I should be ignoring his text messages, so I could just move on. He was being cruel by putting me through this again.


    Me: Why are you doing this, Hunter? You moved on. I saw it with my own eyes in the police station a few days ago.


    Fuck Face: Sally and I are finished. Seeing you put a stop to that. I tried getting over you, AJ. I really did. I ended up comparing any girl I was ever with to you. I was never going to find you in any of them was I, AJ? Because there will never be another you.


    I thought my heart couldn’t take much more. If Hunter was just telling me this with no recourse, then he was being very cruel.


    Me: I don’t know what you’re trying to say.


    Fuck Face: I’m trying to say I love you, AJ. I’ve been miserable without you.


    I looked at the phone for a minute trying to think of what to write next. For a woman, who wrote a two hundred thousand word book, I was certainly silent.


    Fuck Face: You look beautiful.


    I gasped and shot my head up to the room. I couldn’t see him amongst the coffee drinkers. No matter how much I craned my neck, nothing. It was then I heard my phone ping again.


    Fuck Face: Look to your left.


    I did as asked, noticing there was a corner in the coffee house that I hadn’t seen. Hunter appeared from that corner with a big grin on his face. He looked simply beautiful.


    For a while, we stared, and then he looked down to his phone and started typing.


    Fuck Face: Go on a date with me.


    I tried my hardest to hide the smile, but couldn’t help it. I typed one back.


    Me: No.


    I looked up and saw him read he message. He frowned and started typing.


    Fuck Face: I know I’m over a year late asking, but I really want to go on that date with you, Ayden Pearson. Please say yes.


    I placed my phone down, ending the conversation, and Hunter came strolling over. He didn’t say a single word at first. He just pulled out a chair and sat down.


    “Why are you here, Hunter?” I sounded more exasperated than I should have been.


    “I thought I made myself clear.” He saw my expression. “Not clear enough? Okay.” He cleared his throat and pulled his chair in. “I fucked up.” I started laughing, and he cocked his eyebrow at me. “I know I did, but you said it was best that we split. You were just as in this as I.”


    I breathed in a heavy sigh. “Only because I thought that’s what you wanted. I also thought you would fight for me. I thought maybe, just maybe, you would fight for us.”


    Hunter’s posture picked up. “But you said—”


    “I know what I said, but saying things and meaning them are a different story.”


    Hunter ran his hand through his hair. I had missed that. “So, all that crap about it being best to go our separate ways was all bullshit, and you expected me to know this?”


    “Yes!” I shouted... a little too loudly. A few people looked up, and I sat back, crossing my arms.


    Hunter cursed. “Women! Why are you so fucking difficult? You say one thing when you mean another and you expect us men to know the fucking difference. We’re not psychic, you know.”


    I crossed my arms even tighter. “I guess not!” I had this immense desire to poke my tongue out at him. The last time I had that urge was with Hunter. Funny that.


    “You still have the ability to drive me fucking nuts.” He was smiling this time.


    “I guess I just have a natural charm.” I smirked back, loving the interaction.


    Hunter smiled back at first, but then he frowned. “You’re not using your natural charm on anyone else right now, are you?”


    I uncrossed my arms and leant forward. “Are you trying to ask if I’m dating anyone right now?”


    He nodded. “Yes, I guess so.”


    I looked away for a moment. “No, there’s really not been anyone. Well, not anyone who lasted past two dates.”


    He frowned. “You look sad about that.”


    I shrugged. “It’s one of those things. I guess there will never be another you for me either.”


    I looked up to him timidly, and I saw the big shit-eating grin on his face. The one reserved for when he was damn right pleased with himself. “Don’t look so smug about it.”


    He kept the smile. “I’m not.” I rolled my eyes and got up from my seat. “Where are you going?”


    I grabbed my handbag, pushed my chair in, and picked up my paper. “Back to work.”


    “Can I see you after?”


    I started walking and Hunter followed. “No.”


    “Maybe tomorrow?”


    I kept up my pace outside the shop towards work. “No.”


    “Or the day after?”


    I got to the stairs and started climbing. “No.”


    “AJ, please go on a date with me.”


    I got to the front door and opened it up. I turned to Hunter before walking in. “No.”


    


    *****


    


    I went back into my office to finish off the rest of the afternoon, but of course I could think of nothing but Hunter the whole time. It didn’t help when another text came through later.


    Fuck Face: That connection we had... I’ve never had with anyone else. We shared something together, AJ. We became a part of each other that time in Spain, remember? I hadn’t shared myself like that with anyone before, and I haven’t since. You are it for me. I’m not giving up on us.


    The next day, after my book signing, I got another message.


    Fuck Face: I saw you had another charm on that bracelet I bought you. That means another happy memory.


    I placed the phone on my desk at work and started playing with my bracelet. I had never taken it off because, as usual, I couldn’t bear to be apart from Hunter in any way. As time went on, I bought another charm for it. I was anything but happy, but the memory was one of happy times. It was a charm with the letter H.


    Fuck Face: I’m guessing the H is for horseshit?


    I started laughing and immediately another text pinged.


    Fuck Face: Go on a date with me.


    Me: No.


    Fuck Face: I want to add more charms to your bracelet.


    Me: No.


    Fuck Face: I told you—I’m not giving up.


    I never answered after that, but I wasn’t surprised when another text came the very next morning.


    Fuck Face: I want to spend my life making it up to you, AJ. Start by going on a date with me.


    Me: No.


    The very next day, another text sounded on my phone while I was at work.


    Fuck Face: Remember how we used to talk to each other for hours, and time always slipped through our fingers? I always wanted more time with you. Forever never seemed enough. Go on a date with me.


    Me: No.


    After work the next day, while I was at home, another message came through.


    Fuck Face: Check your mail.


    I frowned, wondering what all this was about. I had collected my mail on the way into my house, but it was still just sitting there on the counter unopened. I got up and sifted through all the bills until I came across an envelope with a hand-written address on it.


    I bit my lip and opened it up to take a peek inside. When I pulled out the card, I saw it was a voucher for one hundred pounds for Johnny’s in Aylesbury. I also noticed it had the name Hunter Davenport written on it. Despite not knowing what the hell he was up to, I started to cry. The tears came, and before I knew it, I was laughing and crying at the same time.


    During my moment of madness, I heard my phone chime. I picked it up and read what it said.


    Fuck Face: I was given this voucher the other day, and there’s only one person I want to spend it with. There’s only one person I could ever spend it with. Go on a date with me.


    I sighed, closing my eyes. Why did he have to pull that stunt on me? He was using our past to get to me, but by fuck, it was working. My resolve was weakening by the second. As I was contemplating what to reply, another text came through.


    Fuck Face: Please, AJ.”


    I bit my lip, knowing I had to answer. There could only ever be one answer as far as Hunter was concerned. He made damn sure of it.


    As I wiped my tears away, I picked my phone up and stared at it for a moment. I had no other choice but to end this flurry of text messages. Hunter was never going to give up. I knew that now, I also knew I didn’t want him to. Hunter would always get what he wanted.


    So, I started typing.


    Me: Okay.


    


    

  


  
    



    Epilogue


    


    Two years later


    


    “Hunter, where on earth are you taking me?”


    It was a Friday, and, unfortunately, it was also my birthday. I still hated my birthdays, but Hunter was healing my fractured heart little by little. He didn’t want me to be depressed on my birthday again, so he put his foot down. He was going to end it once and for all tonight. He had a surprise, he had said. Little did he know, I had one, too, and I was planning on telling him tonight.


    We were married and had been for the last thirteen glorious months. I knew I was still young, but with two successful book releases and another one on its way, I was set for life. In the end, I decided to leave the police station I had worked at, and I only aided them when necessary as a consultant.


    Hunter, in turn, was doing exceptionally well at Davenport and Son. I knew he would. I had as much faith in him as he had in me. I must admit, things between us were a little strained at first. It took Hunter at least six months to come to terms with the fact that his father was going to be as much in my life as he was in his. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust me; it was simply due to how awkward our situation was. Mason was great about the whole thing. Within two months of my reconciliation with Hunter, he met someone, and he had been with her ever since. I met her, and she seemed really nice. Mason wanted to take things slow, but I was sure marriage was in the cards for him too.


    As for as my mum, she was still in prison and receiving treatment for her schizophrenia. I hadn’t heard from her, and I was happy with that. Those wounds were still very much open. Something like my mother trying to kill me would do that. I was nowhere near able to forget or even forgive at this stage. I realised she wasn’t very well, but, at that moment, I was in an internal struggle with myself. Hunter said that I should stop struggling and let myself deal with it in my own time. As always, I loved him to pieces. I really didn’t know what I would do without my best friend in my life. He meant the world to me.


    Christian and Mandy were still very much in my life. Mandy looked set to get married soon as well—to Charlie from her work. I was so pleased that she had found someone she could be happy with. Christian, on the other hand, was still very much single. I think he was beginning to want something more after seeing just how happy Mandy and I were. I told him to stay away from sugar and all would be fine. He laughed at me and said, “Honey, I’ve always got to get me some sugar,” and that was the end of the conversation. Yes, he was still as mad as a hatter, but I loved him to bits.


    “How many times do I have to tell you, it’s a surprise?” Hunter looked over to me briefly in the car, and, once again, the fire between us started. His eyes still penetrated me. He still looked at me like I was the only woman in the world for him. He made me feel... precious.


    “Okay then, if you’re going to play that game, then so will I.” I poked my tongue out at him and giggled. “I have a surprise for you, too, Mr. Orgasmic.”


    Hunter turned to me briefly with a mischievous grin. “Oh, you do, do you?”


    I nodded. “Yep. I do.”


    “Do I have to tickle it out of you? You know how much I hate surprises.”


    I waved him off. “What’s good for the goose and all that.”


    “Ah, so this is tit for tat? I see. Well, maybe I’ll hold out tonight.”


    I snorted. “Oh, please. I only have to look at you a certain way and you’re ripping my clothes off.”


    Hunter smiled across at me. “That’s because I can’t get enough of you. Have I told you just how fucking sexy you are?”


    I looked at him cheekily. “I think you may have mentioned it once or twice.”


    Suddenly, Hunter looked ahead. “We’re here now.”


    I looked out, and all I could see were rows of houses. “Who are we visiting?”


    Hunter put the car in park and looked at me. “You’ll see in a minute. I really hope you won’t kill me for this.” He got out of the car, and my nerves were suddenly shot. What on earth was he up to?


    Hunter was soon round my side of the car and helping me out. He always liked to be a perfect gentleman around me.


    “I’m starting to get really nervous here.” I gave him that look. The one that told him I wasn’t impressed.


    Hunter cleared his throat. He seemed nervous too all of a sudden. Now I really didn’t like this. “Come with me. It will be fine.” Hunter took my hand and led me to a townhouse. He knocked on the door and waited a few seconds.


    Pretty soon, a middle-aged lady with dark hair and glasses opened the door. “AJ, nice to meet you. I have someone here who has been expecting you. In fact, he won’t stop bending my ear!” She walked back in the house, and I was left flabbergasted. One, she had called me AJ, and two—just who in the ever loving hell was she?


    I turned to Hunter, who had a huge smile on his face. “Hunter, what have you done?”


    Hunter just motioned for me to go in the house. “After you, sweetheart.”


    I huffed, shook my head, and walked into the lady’s living room. I wasn’t sure who she was or what she was up to, but curiosity was getting the better of me.


    The room was dark with only a few candles illuminating the vast space. It was cosy with cream sofas and soft orange walls. Somehow, I immediately felt relaxed.


    “AJ, please sit down. Would you like a drink?”


    I sat down and shook my head. “No, thank you. I would like to know what’s going on.”


    Hunter and the lady laughed as we all sat down to get comfortable. “Well, your good husband here contacted me a few days ago to arrange this for you. The only thing I knew about you was your name, Ayden Pearson, and that sixteen years ago you lost someone close to you. Someone I now know to be your father, Bryan.”


    I gasped and looked at Hunter. “How could she know?”


    “I haven’t told her anything, I swear.” He motioned to the lady. “This here is Sophia, and she’s a medium.”


    I blinked rapidly a few times unable to comprehend what was going on. Hunter never told me he was into this sort of stuff.


    As if reading my mind, Hunter grabbed my hand. “Have an open mind, AJ.”


    I looked into his smiling eyes and eventually tore my stare away from him and turned it on Sophia. Sophia, in turn, smiled, but then frowned when she looked at Hunter. “You’ve lost someone, too. I’m getting a strong female presence. Someone who carries a lot of guilt.”


    Hunter hissed in a breath, and immediately, I felt his grip on my hand tighten. “This isn’t about me tonight. This is about AJ.”


    Sophia nodded. “Yes, she knows, and she wants you to know how sorry she is... about everything. She wants you to know that you must stop beating yourself up. That Ayden is right. Your mother was not in a good place when she died. If you hadn’t given her the money, she would have gotten it from somewhere else. She says that you must learn to forgive yourself because there is nothing to feel guilty over.”


    By this stage, the tears were welling in my eyes. She was good. Too good. The pressure of knowing I was coming next was immense, but I also knew that Hunter needed to hear this. I knew he still beat himself up over his mum’s death. No matter how much he shrugged it off, I could see it still bothered him.


    Hunter continued to just stare, so I shook his hand a little. He snapped his head to me, and I smiled gently at him. His shoulders immediately relaxed as he smiled back.


    “Now, AJ. Your father seems to have a bone to pick with you, young lady.” I snapped my head to Sophia and immediately cowered. This doesn’t sound good.


    “He wants to know why you keep blaming yourself for his death. In fact, he’s so mad about it that he’s been bugging the hell out of me all day.” She huffed and shook her head in annoyance.


    Out of nowhere, I started laughing. Once I started, I couldn’t stop. In all my years, I have been dying to have my father tell me off. I know that sounds stupid, but something as simple as a little telling-off by my dad had me yearning for a normal life. I missed all of that growing up, and I was glad to have a chance at it with Hunter. In fact, I couldn’t stop smiling through my tears.


    “He wants to know what’s so funny.”


    I laughed a little more and turned to Hunter for a moment. He was smiling at me. “I don’t know. It just seems so domestic. I would give anything to see my father and have him shout at me right now. I know that sounds wacko, but it’s true.”


    Sophia smiled. “He says he’s sorry he missed you growing up, but he’s immensely proud of you.” She saw my tears coming and smiled. “He said you also must learn to let go. You have missed so many of your birthdays, and he said you must not miss one more. He wants you to use that day as a day of celebration from now on. Not a day of mourning.” She leaned forward and captured my free hand. “He’s desperate for you to be happy. He said that you have been through so much, and he wishes he could have been there to protect you, but you must let it go now. You must let him go. He’s happy and in a good place. He wants you to know this.”


    I sniffled, letting go of the lady’s hand, capturing my tears as they fell. I always knew my father would feel this way about me. It never stopped my guilt, though. It never stopped the pain of knowing that—because of my birthday—my father was dead. If I could have chosen any other day but that one, I would have. It was something I would never be able to change, unfortunately. But, at the same time, I had gained peace just knowing that my father was happy.


    I caught Sophia smiling widely all of a sudden. “He also wants you to know that he approves of your husband. He wishes he could have been there to walk you down the aisle.” I smiled up at Hunter and nodded my head. In the end, it was Christian, who took me down the aisle. It was the first time I had ever seen him in a suit, and boy did he look good in it. There had been a few single girls there swooning over him, and they were disappointed when they found out he wasn’t interested in the female sex. It was still comical to watch him blush despite that fact. The day couldn’t have gone better. I just missed that one person on my special day. One person I wished would walk through that door, take my arm, and lead me to the start of a new life with my new man. How amazing would that have been?


    “He loves his AJ. He wants you to know this.” I looked up at Sophia and smiled as my tears still fell. She went silent for a moment allowing me some time to take a deep breath and curl my fingers more tightly around Hunter’s. My Hunter. The love of my life, who was determined to put more happy memories on my Pandora bracelet. On our wedding day, our something new was another charm. A charm with the number twenty-one on it. It was to mark how old I was when I married as well as the day. Hunter and I married a year ago on the twenty-first of July. It was a day I would cherish for the rest of my life.


    “I love him, too. So much.” I stared into Hunter’s eyes and smiled as best I could. Hunter was giving me a special gift today, and I would be eternally grateful for it. I hoped, in turn, he will be grateful for the gift I was about to bestow upon him.


    “He wants you to go now. Be happy and stop mourning. He’s asking if you can do this for him.” I turned to Sophia and nodded my head with a smile. She smiled back. “Good. He says he can go away a happy man.” She looked away a moment and frowned. She then turned back to me with the biggest smile. “He also has a direct message. For both of you, in fact.” Hunter and I looked at each other in curiosity, and then turned back to Sophia to await my father’s message.


    “Look after my granddaughter, AJ.”
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    LUCA (You Will Be Mine)


    


    Have you ever wondered what it would be like to be held hostage by an Italian stallion?


    My name is Clara, and I am part-owner of a brothel called “The Castle.” My empire is my home which I’ve worked hard to build a life from. A future. But one day, the infamous Luca Belatoni stepped into my office and demanded that I pay him protection money.


    Of course, I refused.

    Of course, he wouldn’t take no for an answer.


    Now he is in my castle—holding me hostage. Trying to control my mind in business and my body in bed. Neither of which I will allow. No matter how much his caramel eyes and Italian words of love puncture my hardened heart.


    So, being the hostage of an Italian stallion pretty much sucks.

    Because this man is a force to be reckoned with.

    And while I am not frightened for my life,

    I am definitely frightened for my heart.


    


    Warning: If you don’t like dominating, overbearing arseholes, please do not read.

    If you don’t like jealous and possessive men, please do not read.

    If you do like all of the above, then please read.


    


    


    

  


  
    

    DEVIANT (Deviant, 1)


    


    


    


    Most fairy tales end with a happily ever after.


    


    This is not a fairy tale. He is not her Prince Charming about to whisk her away into the sunset. This is a story about betrayal, lust, desire and, ultimately, revenge...


    


    And revenge can only lead to one thing.


    


    Tyler


    


    He was my stranger, my visitor, my shadow in the corner of my room. He stalked me, watched me, knew everything about me. But all I could do was sit and wait. I waited for him to visit me night after night. He was becoming my addiction, my craving, my obsession. He knew every inch of me, but I knew nothing about him.


    


    His calls himself Lotus and, as crazy as it sounds, I think I’m falling in love.


    


    Dean

    

    I wanted to take her, possess her, dominate her, and ruin her. I wanted to ravish her, please her, and consume her until I couldn’t take much more of her.

    

    She will want me to kiss her. She will want me to hold her all night so that she feels a connection with me. I would make it so that she would seek me out in the dark. The one that satisfies her ultimate fantasy. A stranger who sneaks into her room. Someone who gives her the ultimate pleasure, but also seeks to give her ultimate pain. Pain she has never had to endure. Pain that will eat away at her until there is nothing left.

    

    She was my nemesis, I was her lotus. And payback was a bitch.


    


    

  


  
    

    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.
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