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To Bec,

I didn’t understand why you were so cold and seemed to not like me when we first met. And I never thought we’d be friends. Little did I know that underneath the hard exterior was a heart of gold, whose trust you needed to earn before you got to see the real her—a careful but beautiful soul who’d do anything for the people she loves.

I’m glad we got that chance.

#SistersByChoiceNotDNA
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Belle

 

Shit.

Shit.

Shit.

I wasn’t the kind of girl who was usually late, especially not for an audition. But even as I ran—knowing I was probably going to look like a hot mess when I got there—it was becoming painfully obvious I wasn’t going to make it.

Shit.

I ran faster, my ballet flats barely touching the sidewalk as I sprinted to the old theatre in Brooklyn and told myself it would all be okay.

Visualize.

See your success and make it happen.

And while there was nothing I could do about being late, I was going to blow the audition out of the water if it was the last thing I did.

I wanted it so bad.

So.

Bad.

The chance to be a lead was something I’d been vying for my whole career, and this part had my name written all over it.

Literally.

As in, I had printed out the sample script they’d emailed me and written my name beside the character’s, proudly proclaiming it mine.

In ink.

Because pencil notations were for losers.

“Yes!!” My excitement spiked, grabbing the metal handle and yanking the door open. It was still unlocked, meaning someone had to be inside, my thanks whispered to the theatre gods as I threw myself through the doorway.

“I’m here!” I called out, leaping down the stairs to the front. All stages, no matter how small, always felt magical, and the one I was on was no exception. The three men sitting together in the first row, who’d obviously been deep in conversation and hadn’t heard my entrance, turned abruptly at the sound of my voice. “I’m so sorry, gentlemen. I know I’m incredibly late,” I huffed out between breaths, “but my name is Belle Mathews. I’m ready to go whenever you are.”

I was still trying to regulate my breathing when I got to the stage, ignoring the fact my hair was a mess and I was sweatier than an afternoon of Bikkurim Yoga. Dumping my bag at the edge, I took three cleansing breaths as I walked out to the center, the spotlight illuminated, just waiting for me to step into it.

“Ms. Mathews?” The older guy with the kind face looked down at his laptop. “Weren’t you supposed to be here an hour ago?”

“Yes, I know.” I nodded, knowing how terrible it looked. “But I didn’t have a number to call, and I got tied up in a family emergency and—”

I was cut off with the raising of a hand.

Jagger Hartley—the writer, director, and producer of the production—shot me a death glare that was not at all conducive to making me feel welcome.

“We’re done with auditions. Thanks.”

And then, without even bothering to hear why I was late, he turned back to the other two men. Completely ignoring I was still on the stage, ready to give him the best audition ever even though I was positive I had a blister, and my once perfectly winged eyeliner had smudged at the edges.

I’d heard the rumors.

Listened to how incredibly gorgeous he was.

His face so devastatingly handsome it was hard to make direct eye contact with and a body that was so hot it was a modern mystery how his clothes didn’t disintegrate on contact etc. etc.

But apparently accompanying that hot, sexy, smoldering exterior was a cold, unemotional core with zero humanity and even less patience, and I was beginning to think the rumors were true.

Ironic that his last name was Hartley, when it was questionable whether he even had one.

“I know I’m late.” I hadn’t moved from my place on the stage, ignoring my dismissal and my messed-up hair and glistening skin. Running while necessary hadn’t done wonders for my appearance, not that I’d let a little smudged eyeliner stop me. “And I don’t think my time is any more valuable than yours. But I did have a really good reason for being late and if you give me just five minutes, I promise, you won’t be sorry.” I kicked up my chin, standing up straighter as I refused to give up on the first decent audition I’d gone to in months.

Lots of side characters, chorus and backup dancers, but no lead. And while I knew it was going to be Off Broadway and I wouldn’t have my face on a billboard just yet. It was a start, and it was such a good part.

Even though the stage lights were almost blinding, I could see Hartley’s glare turn to me and his eyes narrow. His stare so absent of any warmth it made my blood run cold. “I said, we’re done. Please leave my stage.” His words leveled at me like a crack of a whip leaving no room for discussion.

Jesus.

I mean, I knew he was a hard-ass, but did he not have any compassion? It was five freaking minutes, and we were all still there. It wasn’t like I accosted him on the street and was trying to get an audition unsolicited. I’d done all the right things and gone through my agent, and if I hadn’t needed to help Hayley, who’d freaked out over Bobbie’s fever making me incredibly late, they’d have seen me anyway.

Refusing to flinch even though he was being unnecessarily mean, I tapped my ballet flat on the stage, finding my center and taking three deep breaths. And without being asked, I launched into the main monologue.

“I’m not trash!” I cried out, throwing out my arms as per the stage directions. “I’ve been a part of this city my whole life and I’ll probably die on these streets, but I’m not nothin’.”

All eyes—including Hartley’s—were on me, watching as I clawed at the front of my dress. “Look at me. Tell me again how much I disgust you. How you can’t love me for who I am. Because we both know that isn’t true. And the only reason you’re walking away is because you’re a coward.”

I had been so into my performance I hadn’t even noticed Hartley had gotten out of his seat and was walking away. He didn’t even look back, his steady strides taking him closer to the exit while my heart pounded in my chest.

Seriously?

He was just going to walk out?

And what the hell did I do? Keep going, continue with the rest of my audition piece for the two guys who weren’t rude and giving me their attention, or chase after the asshole who was the only person actually capable of hiring me.

Goddamn it.

I huffed out a breath, grabbing my handbag and hefting it onto my shoulder as I leapt off the stage. If he thought I sucked and didn’t want to sit through anymore then he could at least have the decency to say it to my face. Who even did that? Just leave without even acknowledging a person or saying goodbye. Was he raised by wolves?

“Thanks so much, I’m so sorry I was late,” I called back over my shoulder as I ran up the stairs. Hartley had already made it to the door and was wasting no time opening it and leaving, ignoring me and my thundering footsteps.

My captive audience looked on in shock as I flew to the exit, a muffled “goodbye” trailing behind me as I flung open the door I’d opened mere minutes ago and found myself on the street.

The blister on my foot throbbed, protesting against all the running we’d done as my eyes searched the street. He had only been a few steps in front of me, how could he have disappeared.

Swiveling my head left and then right, I spotted a small alleyway to the side of the theatre. It had to be where he’d gone, refusing to believe that despite Jagger Hartley having the disposition of one of those Death Eaters from Harry Potter, he could actually dissolve into thin air.

Swearing under my breath—because now it was personal and I was going to give that jerk a piece of my mind—I took off again, making it to the end of the alley just in time to see him getting into a sleek black Lexus sedan.

Perfect, because what else would someone rude and obnoxious drive but an utterly pretentious car.

He looked up, his eyes connecting with mine as I reached the passenger side of his stupid car and yanked open the door. He hadn’t even started the ignition, his eyebrows scrunched in utter confusion.

“What the hell are you doing?” he asked, watching as I pretty much threw myself into the seat beside him. “Are you completely insane?”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” I mock gasped, putting my hand up against my mouth. “Was I being rude? You know, like you were when you walked out.”

The chances of me landing the gig had gone from slim to non-existent. I was well aware I was probably—okay, definitely—torching any shot I had at getting the role. And while I may have possibly been able to impress one or both of the guys who’d been kind enough to watch me, Hartley probably would have canned me on principle. What that principle was, was beyond me, but it was clear he’d already made his mind up. Which meant I didn’t have much more to lose other than letting him get away with being a jerk.

“You were late. You missed your audition, but somehow I’m rude for leaving?” He glowered, his voice laced with disbelief. “Listen, pixie dust, I haven’t got time to sit around, rearranging my schedule because you couldn’t decide which dress to wear. Here’s a piece of free advice, get a watch, be on time. Now get out of my car.”

Ordinarily getting into a vehicle with a stranger was a bad idea. Even one as good-looking as Jagger Hartley. But I took Ubers all the time and had yet to be kidnapped so I was going to take my chances.

Plus, I still had a point to prove.

“I own a watch,” I huffed back. “And I’m not usually late. But you were right there.” I pointed to the rear of the theatre. “And I told you, I was sorry, and it had been an emergency. And while I get you don’t owe me anything, it doesn’t give you the right to be so rude.”

His brow rose, the disbelief written all over his face as he looked at me still sitting in the passenger seat. Like he couldn’t quite believe I hadn’t gotten out of his car like he’d asked, or dissolved into a puddle of goo or whatever evil he was attempting to conjure up with those sexy hazel eyes.

And yes, they were sexy.

Even though I was mad as hell, and there was a possibility he could bludgeon me to death with his tire iron, there was no denying he was incredibly handsome.

“You done?” His sexy chest—yeah, I’d noticed—rising and falling as he blew out a breath. “Because when I said I had to leave, I meant I had to leave. So do us both a favor and get out of my car.”

“Say sorry.” I folded my arms across my chest, unwilling to leave until I got an apology.

“Excuse me?” He laughed, rearing back in surprise. “When I’d asked you earlier if you were insane, I didn’t think I was actually right.”

“I said sorry for being late, you should say sorry for being rude. That’s only fair.”

I didn’t budge, meeting his gaze and not making any move to leave. Since I’d already blown my audition and I didn’t have any solid plans for the rest of the afternoon, I had nowhere else to be. And I could wait all day if needed, determined to prove a point. It was one of my favorite things to do, next to being positive and spreading happiness.

“No.” He turned, folding his arms across his chest, staring me down as those hypnotic hazel eyes darkened. “I’m not apologizing. Now get out.”

Uhhhhhhhhhhh.

Honestly, the smart thing would have been to get out of the car and go beg my agent to find me something—anything—else. I was positive there’d be a cold day in Hell before Hartley would give me a second chance, let alone hire me for the part. But I was already too invested, and I didn’t want the jerk thinking he was intimidating me.

“Guess we’ll just sit here then.” I smiled, confident that if one of us was going to break, it wasn’t going to be me.

He had no idea what I was capable of. I’d once spent an entire summer walking on my tiptoes until my parents finally caved and enrolled me at Miss Alyssa’s Ballet School. It hurt like hell, my muscles and toes so sore I secretly snuck into the tub every night just to soak for a little relief. But as my parents found out—believing I’d get sick of my showdown within a day or two—I wasn’t easily swayed when motivated.

“Fine.” He shrugged, apparently not willing to concede. “But we aren’t sitting here.” His sentence was punctuated by the ignition, the engine roaring to life as he put the car in gear.

Oh, he thought he was going to scare me by starting the car.

Ha.

Please.

I reached for the seatbelt, clicking it in as he pulled away from the curb and traveled down the narrow alleyway I’d run down to find him.

He was going to stop.

The minute we got to the main road, and I hadn’t flinched. He was going to stop and apologize, if for no other reason than to get me out of his car.

But as we pulled onto the street, he slowed just enough to make sure he didn’t hit oncoming traffic and turned. And then kept going, accelerating as much as Brooklyn traffic would allow him, and ignoring that he had an unplanned passenger.

Damn it.

He was good.

But I was better, not saying a word as I settled into my seat and looked passively out the windshield. Guess I was taking a trip, and hey, I loved nothing more than an adventure, so that suited me just fine.

From my peripheral vision I saw him wiggle his phone out from his pocket. I continued pretending to be uninterested, all while trying to use every shiny surface in the car to help me see what the hell he was doing.

Turns out I didn’t need my vision, the sound of his Bluetooth connecting to the car sound system telling me everything I needed to know.

“Call Dane,” he spat out, the robotic feminine voice repeating his instruction before dialing the number.

Dane?

He was calling his brother?

While I’d never met Jagger Hartley before, I knew a lot more about him than just the hot-but-an-asshole rumors I’d heard. He was the eldest—and only biological—son of Kirk Hartley, a NYC painter and poet who’d been revered as a national treasure. He could still sell out an exhibition, his paintings commanding at least five figures, and that was for his less popular work. And his mother, Jane, had once danced in the New York Ballet as a prima ballerina. She was not only Kirk’s muse, but a champion for art programs in schools, the Hartley family name linked to numerous scholarships. Dane was their adopted son—and Jagger’s little brother.

All of that learned without a Google search.

“You better not be calling to cancel, Jagger,” the voice—Dane I assumed—responded, without the obligatory greeting. “It’s one lousy night.”

“I’m not,” he spat back, seeing his reflection in the windshield tilt toward me before he continued, “I’m just running a little late. Got tied up in auditions with a bratty actress. I’m just leaving now, assuming traffic isn’t bad, I’ll be there in two hours.”

Bratty actress?

“Asshat,” I coughed out under my breath, committed to ignoring him and not wanting to be the first to cave. But I had a real problem with holding my tongue too.

Also, two hours? Where the hell was he going?

“What was that?” Dane asked.

“Nothing.” Hartley yawned. “I didn’t hear anything.”

My head swiveled, abandoning my quest to stare aimlessly out the window as it became clear I wasn’t the only person in the car who could be stubborn.

There was a sigh on the phone, Dane taking a breath. “Okay, well get here as soon as you can. And Jagger, I know you’re only doing this because of me, and I appreciate it.”

“Yeah, got to go, bye.” He’d barely gotten out the words before he ended the call. Either he was continuing to live up to the asshole nametag or he didn’t want me to hear what sounded like a personal conversation. Normally I’d suggest the latter, but since it hadn’t been proven he had feelings or even gave a shit what people thought, I had my doubts.

“You know,” fine, I was going to be the first to break the silence, “if you’re planning on crossing state lines, kidnapping becomes a federal offense.”

He cocked a brow, barking out a laugh. “You’re the one who wouldn’t get out. If anyone is being held hostage here, it’s me. We can call the cops and let them sort it out, see which one of us they believe. Either way it’s going to have to be from Connecticut because I’m already late.”

Connecticut?

He was taking me to Connecticut?

“I can’t go to Connecticut. Just pull over already.” An adventure was one thing, but I was in a car, leaving New York, with an asshat who was possibly more stubborn than me.

My father—veteran criminal prosecutor—would have a heart attack if he knew, and probably try to ground me despite me being twenty-six. Zara, my older sister, would also have something to say. And Hayley and Bobbie might need me.

“Not stopping. You had your chance,” he offered with zero apology.

Seriously, what the hell was wrong with this guy?

And had I not been so pissed off, I might have been impressed. There weren’t many people I couldn’t sweet talk and get my way with, but Jagger Hartley was a worthy adversary.

But come on, already.

“Why the hell didn’t you just say sorry?” I huffed. Wondering if he was planning on stopping for gas or something. I could catch a cab or Uber back, but throwing myself from a moving car wasn’t happening.

“Why didn’t you just get out when I told you to?” he shot back accusingly, like it was somehow my fault.

Fine, maybe I was partly to blame, but not entirely.

He was just.

Just.

Ughhhhhhhhhhhh.

“I’m not a brat!” I took a deep breath, knowing he probably didn’t want to hear my reason, but I wasn’t giving him the choice either way.

“My best friend recently became a new mom, and is totally being a badass raising her newborn daughter on her own. She’s turned down the offer to move back home with her parents in Vermont, deciding to stay in the city and refusing to give up her Broadway dreams. And considering she’d actually been a lead multiple times, it isn’t some pipe dream either. But Bobbie had a fever—her first—and Hayley had been freaking out. And there was no way I could leave her alone at Urgent Care until I was positive both of them were going to be okay. I just couldn’t. Even if it meant I was throwing away my shot.”

It was an excuse I was sure wasn’t good enough, positive Hartley hated kids, as well as rainbows and sunshine. But whether or not he believed it was reasonable or not, I refused to have him berate me and treat me like some spoilt princess who was late because her flat-iron wasn’t working.

Hartley swallowed, shooting a look in my direction before turning back to the road. “I’ll get someone to give you a ride back to New York when I get to Connecticut. Try not to be too much of a pain in the ass until then.”

Well, I guess that meant he wasn’t stopping. And I was taking a road trip whether I wanted to or not.

“You should take your own advice.” I folded my arms across my chest, huffing out a breath.

The rumors were true.

Jagger Hartley was the worst kind of human there was.

And I was stuck in a car with him.

Great.

Just Great.
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Jagger

 

How someone so small could be such a big inconvenience was still a mystery.

She had to be what? Five-one, five-two? I was over a foot taller and at least eighty pounds heavier. But despite our varying height-and-weight ratio, she didn’t give a fuck.

Not even a little.

And I wasn’t sure if I should be pissed off, or impressed.

I’d seen my fair share of entitled actresses.

Beautiful, somewhat talented, with vision boards full of pictures of Tony awards and billboards. And I swear, if I heard one more asshole try to sell me on the idea of The Secret and manifesting that shit into real life, I was going to punch someone.

So I’d assumed it was more of the same when the pint-sized firecracker stepped onto my stage over an hour late for her audition and demanded to be heard.

Hell, I hadn’t even been that surprised when she followed me out, no stranger to the less-than-subtle tactics employed when drama was literally their job.

But getting into the car and refusing to leave was one I hadn’t seen yet.

She had to be crazy.

Because that wasn’t the kind of stunt that would get her hired. And had I not already been late to my parents’ stupid anniversary dinner, I’d have called the cops.

But Dane was already annoyed I hadn’t taken the day off, and as much as I didn’t give a shit how much it displeased Kirk and Jane Hartley, I hated disappointing my little brother.

“Can we have some music? Or would that be too much cheer?” She lolled her head to the side to face me, her smile too bright considering our circumstance.

Definitely crazy.

“No, I drive in silence.” I didn’t bother adding that I usually used my time in the car to think. Not like it was any of her business, and I didn’t need to explain my preference.

“Fine,” she huffed back, shoving her hand into her bag and pulling out some ear buds. “But I don’t have to.”

And without any further discussion, she shoved the buds into her ears, and then hit some buttons on her phone, the activated playlist making her let out a contented sigh.

“Fucking crazy,” I huffed under my breath. “It’s going to be a long two hours.”

As for her reason for being late, I’ll admit it was admirable. Hayley Easton was an up-and-coming star with every director in town taking notice, until she found herself unexpectedly in the family way. But to her credit, she didn’t use her pregnancy as an excuse, working until she almost delivered. The costume department of her latest show had to get creative at hiding her bump, but she didn’t miss one show time or rehearsal. Lots to be said about that kind of commitment, and while I’d never heard of her apparent BFF currently sitting in my passenger seat, I was wondering if they shared other traits other than being dedicated and incredibly beautiful.

Yeah, I’d noticed.

A little hard not to when you were forced into a confined space with not much else to do.

But beautiful women weren’t exactly uncommon in my line of work. Blondes, brunettes, redheads—all with killer bodies to match. But more often than not they bored me, their stale off-stage personalities being a little too much wash-rinse-repeat for my liking.

But I would hedge a guess there was nothing predictable or stale about Belle, and that spelled all kinds of trouble.

Firstly, I didn’t need the distraction.

Fighting to have the industry take me seriously on my own merit was my primary focus, most people believing any doors that had opened had been on account of my last name. Having a famous mom and dad wasn’t all it was cracked up to be, especially when you wanted to be seen for your talent, and not because you happened to be someone’s kid. And don’t even get me started on the money. I’d turned down every single offer of cash from both of my parents since college. I’d done it completely on my own, eating ramen noodles and peanut butter sandwiches trying to keep my lights on, fundraising for my first major play without the help of the Hartley checkbook.

It was important to me that it be my achievement and mine alone, sick of the expectation that the only talent I had was because of the family I happened to be in.

The bullshit that came with the legacy of my last name was something that was thankfully ignored when I attended NYU. And if I had it my way, would continue now I was actively working.

But secondly, I didn’t date actresses.

It only led to complications, hurt feelings, and all kinds of expectations I had no interest in. I had my own shit to deal with, let alone the ego and very real drama that came with someone who lived their life mostly on stage.

Of course there was the added complication of them assuming I’d cast them in everything I wrote. You know, sort of like my dad used my mum as his fucking inspiration for almost every woman he ever painted. Sure, it was romantic if you were into that whole true love bullshit, but mostly it was boring.

Seriously.

One fucking woman?

And it wasn’t that I didn’t know how to be monogamous; I could keep my dick in my pants better than most. But creatively? Like hell I was getting saddled with one flavor for the rest of my natural life. So actresses, dancers, singers—basically anyone who would find their way onto my call sheet—were collectively out. No matter how beautiful or intriguing they seemed to be.

Ignoring the well thought-out and reasonable argument I’d just made, my eyes flicked over to the passenger side where she sat. She didn’t look even slightly vexed, enjoying her ride to wherever I was taking her like I was her Uber driver and it had always been her plan.

Wow.

The nerve.

I bet she was listening to some bullshit over-processed pop song, saturated in autotune and mixed within an inch of its life, her eyes closed in a serene bliss that made me both irate and jealous as freaking hell. How the hell did she do that? Was she not even remotely concerned I could be a shady lowlife with criminal intent? Because surely having famous parents and a healthy searchable history didn’t disqualify me from being a serial killer.

“Something you want to ask?” Her eyes fluttered open, connecting with mine instantly. I turned my attention back to the road—where it should’ve been—and cursed myself for getting caught watching her.

Unperturbed by my shift in focus, she pulled one of the buds from her ear and twisted to face me. “Go on, ask me anything you want. I could feel you looking at me.”

“I wasn’t looking at you.” Fine, I was, but the last thing I fucking needed was for her to get the wrong idea. “I was just wondering how you could be so sure I’m not going to hack you into tiny pieces and dump you in the woods somewhere. You’re so small there’s hardly any chance they’d find you.”

She laughed—not the reaction I’d expected—pulling the other bud from her ear and placing them in her lap. “Oh, and how do you not know I’m not going to tase you, steal your car, your wallet, and then ask your family for ransom?”

The fuck?

I scoffed, unable to choke back the chuckle. “Yeah? How much you going to ask for?”

Her finger tapped her lips, like she was giving it some serious consideration. “A million should do it.”

“A million, huh?” I shook my head, slightly annoyed I wasn’t hating the conversation. “That just an arbitrary figure you came up with, or is that some going rate? And I hope you have an accomplice or two, Belle.” I looked down at her tiny hands, trying to imagine them restraining me.

“I said I’d tase you, silly.” She rolled her eyes, hefting up her gigantic handbag. “The more people involved, the more likely to get caught. Besides, everything I need is right in here, no accomplices necessary.”

Judging by the size of her bag, she no doubt had a taser, duct tape, and everything else listed in the Kidnapper’s Handbook tucked inside. “Guess we’ll just have to wait and see then.” A grin creeping its way across my lips.

It wasn’t like me to invite conversation, especially not with people I didn’t know. But I wasn’t in the habit of harboring stowaways either, so I guess it was all new territory.

An uncomfortable silence settled between us, and I didn’t like it.

“This isn’t going to change my mind.” I felt the need to add, not wanting there to be any misunderstanding as to what it was or wasn’t.

“About?” Belle asked, seeming to be honestly perplexed.

“Your audition,” I added without qualifying.

“Please.” She waved her hand dismissively. “I’ve got bigger plans for my future now. Especially after I get my million dollars.”

Not sure if she’d felt the chill of the silence too or if she was just genuinely trying to keep the joke going, but either way I was surprised. Not a lot of people would have rolled with the punches as easily as she did, or not made it weird. But five minutes with Belle and I could tell she was anything but regular.

And that was probably what made me most uncomfortable.

That it was a situation I wasn’t sure I was in control of.

And for someone who was addicted to control, it was both unsettling and surprisingly addictive.

Not sure I’d ever been so intrigued by anyone while simultaneously unsettled. And part of me liked it.

Not good.

“I’ll pull over at the next gas station. Call you an Uber so you can get back to New York.” After all, I was already late, an extra twenty minutes wasn’t going to make much difference. Not to mention it would let us both off the hook.

“Dane is already annoyed you’re late.” She shrugged like it was no big deal. “You wouldn’t want to piss him off more than you already have.”

I bit my bottom lip to stop myself from wincing, Belle oblivious to the nerve she’d hit.

Dane had spent the last few years trying to play mediator. Trying to stitch our family into some bullshit tapestry that matched the American ideal. The doting parents with their two adoring, loving sons, living in the fantasy that my father would have everyone believe. The rhetoric was old and tired, recited every single opportunity he was asked about his family.

But the tension went both ways, their inability to understand me and my need to do shit on my own, making both my parents beyond frustrated and impatient, worried I might fall on my ass and screw up their legacy. Ironic it was the kid they didn’t share biology with that they were most proud of, Dane taking over the family trust and guaranteeing the Hartley name was not only famous, but profitable as well.

And while it would be easy to hate him, there just wasn’t a part of me that ever could. He was so good, a human with a big heart and admirable ideals that I was positive was only possible because he wasn’t really from the Hartley bloodline. And he was the only one who accepted me exactly how I was.

So yeah, while I really didn’t give a rat’s ass if Mom and Dad were disappointed—again—I didn’t want that from Dane.

“Fine.” I rubbed my neck, keeping my eyes on the road. Last thing I wanted to do was launch into a discussion about my family with her, or say shit she could potentially use against me later. “But don’t say I didn’t give you a choice.”

“I’ll be sure to tell the judge I was here of my own free will.” She reached out and touched my arm. “And for my compromise, I promise not to tase you.”

Well, at least there was that.

“Generous of you.”

My hand instinctively hit the stereo, forgetting I’d said I didn’t listen to music as I turned up the volume. I was sure most people assumed I listened to jazz or classical, or something else equally highbrow, but my choice was heavy metal, the loud guitars and angry vocals spilling from the speakers.

I liked the madness, the loud, chaotic noise that seemed fueled by emotions. And for someone who lived their life on a knife’s edge of control, I enjoyed the release. Almost like therapy, if I believed in that kind of thing. Which I didn’t.

I waited.

Expecting some sort of commentary as to my music choice or my initial position denying her a playlist. But she didn’t react at all other than packing away her ear buds into that monstruous bag filled with God knows what and relaxed into her seat.

It was going to be the longest drive to Connecticut ever.
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Belle

 

I’d be the first to admit I don’t always do what I’m supposed to.

Or even what was sensible.

Because if I did either of those things, I would’ve taken up his offer and asked him to stop at the next gas station. Or perhaps gotten out of the damn car before we started driving out of state.

But since it was clear I wouldn’t be doing what would make sense, I was staying in the car, and reaching our final destination, wherever that may be.

Oh, I could rationalize he was already late, and I didn’t want his brother to be any more annoyed than he seemed on the phone. Or even that I didn’t want to inconvenience Hartley. But all of that would be a lie since the real reason was more that I was curious as hell, and had an affliction of getting involved in business that probably didn’t concern me. I say probably because there was always a chance someone needed my help. And if there was one thing my criminal prosecutor father and social worker mother always taught us it’s that if you see somewhere you can make a difference, get involved. Of course, they were probably thinking more social injustice and that kind of thing, but a need was a need, and I wouldn’t be told different.

And Jagger Hartley was definitely a need.

How or why, I hadn’t worked out yet. But he was wound up so tight and so devoid of cheer, I had to wonder whether he ate misery for breakfast. He was totally going to ruin that flawless skin nature had given him—I bet he didn’t even moisturize— and end up with worry lines and a permanent scowl. And his general disposition could definitely use an overhaul.

Plus, I was nosey.

Fine, it was probably a lot more about that than anything else, but I was doing a good deed and that’s all that mattered. The fact he was gorgeous didn’t hurt either.

What?

Not like I could pretend he wasn’t thirteen different versions of delicious, just because he was acting like an asshole. And not just his hot body, gorgeous eyes and ridiculously handsome face. There was something else that was appealing, an underlying smolder that exuded sex appeal unlike any man I’d ever seen. Like he wasn’t even trying. I could appreciate the fancy wrapping without wanting to play with the present inside. And Jagger Hartley had very, very nice wrapping.

Wonder when he found time to go workout at the gym? A body like that didn’t get all that toned and muscular splendor simply by being broody. And if I could tell how impressive it was with his clothes on, he would be a real treat with his clothes off.

Not that I was thinking about him naked.

Fine.

Maybe just a little.

Okay, okay, a lot.

But he was hot, and imagining was totally allowed.

If the angry music blasting out of his speakers didn’t give me a hint he didn’t want to speak, his body language clearly spelled it out. His hands were choking the steering wheel so tight I was surprised it hadn’t squeaked out a safe word already. And his body—all six-foot whatever—was coiled like a cobra ready to attack. Actually, I think a cobra might be more relaxed, Hartley barely making eye contact as we passed interstate markers taking us farther away from the city.

“Should you stop and buy a present?” I offered, unable to keep my mouth shut even though it would have probably been wiser.

“Huh?” He turned his head, treating me with the attention of those beautiful hazel eyes.

Okay, so maybe I noticed he had nice eyes too, but we were literally sitting inches away from each other, what else was I going to do but catalog everything about him. I thought it might be useful someday, or if he really did intend to be a jerk so I could give an accurate description in court.

My eyes dropped down to his phone sitting on the console between us. “You know, for whatever you’re late for. Bottle of wine? Flowers? I always find that people are so much more receptive to forgiveness if you sweeten it with a gift. I can help you pick something, I’m really good at choosing presents.”

“What makes you think I need forgiveness?” he answered smoothly, his brow rising as he turned his attention back to the road.

“You know I heard the phone call, right? And that’s not because I was being rude and trying to overhear your conversation, but it was literally on speaker.”

“And because you heard a three-minute conversation, you assume you know what that was all about?” He shrugged, not angry per se but not overly pleased either. He was like a vault, all his emotions locked up so tight I wasn’t sure he had them. Other than annoyance, which he seemed to dish out freely.

“Listen, if it’s one thing I know it’s people. And Dane,” I pointed to the phone, “was upset. He was expecting you to cancel, which by the sounds of it, you do a lot, and you obviously didn’t want to go.”

“Wow, sounds like you know everything.”

I didn’t miss the sarcasm.

I should’ve left it.

Should’ve read the cues that it was a topic he didn’t want to talk about and asked him why we were listening to angry music. If he genuinely liked the noise? Or if the screaming distortion recharged his dark energy like a comic book villain.

But . . .

“No, not everything, but as much as you want to blame it on me, I wasn’t the reason you’re late. You didn’t look like you were in any kind of hurry when I walked in. If you wanted to be on time, you’d have left already.”

Shit.

And I’d obviously hit some kind of trigger, or he was just tired of the conversation because I felt the interior of the car cool by at least ten degrees. Oh, and I was no longer sure he was joking about hacking me up into tiny pieces, the murderous vibe he was throwing so intense, he didn’t even have to speak for me to pick up on it.

What the hell was I doing?

It was obvious I’d blown whatever chance I might’ve had with the audition, but I still hoped to work again. Hartley had all kinds of connections, and as big a city as it was, Broadway wasn’t big enough for me to survive the mark of the damned.

God, I hoped I didn’t get stuck doing infomercials for the rest of my life, or playing uncredited parts on every other network series. I was too talented to be relegated to the Coffee Shop Girl 1 or Shopper Number 2.

“So . . . flowers or wine?” I ignored the boundary I’d probably overstepped and instead went for smiling sweetly. I was only trying to be helpful.

Hartley just shook his head, dismissing whatever he was going to say and turned up the volume. It was clear our conversation was over and if I thought there was an awkward silence before, it was nothing compared to our new situation.
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I’d never gone so long without talking.

And other than texting Hayley to check in with her and Bobbie and make sure they didn’t need me to run back to the city—which didn’t really count as conversation—I kept my mouth shut.

Literally saying nothing until we pulled up to a large sprawling property in Greenwich. It had a big black gate that opened with a code, surrounded by trees and hedges so you couldn’t see the house—or most likely mansion—from the road.

Hartley barely acknowledged me as we drove down the driveway, the road lit with old-fashioned gas lights more appropriate for old world Europe than New England.

The sun hadn’t even set yet, the reflection on the glass brighter than the flame inside the ornate light boxes, noise from the house starting to spill out the closer we got to it.

Oh, and it was totally a mansion.

Huge by anyone’s definition, there was no way this could be anything other than the Hartley compound.

Shit.

And double shit.

I’d assumed we were going somewhere to meet his brother. A restaurant. An apartment. A public place that didn’t allow for shallow graves and body disposal. Instead, I was on private property which I’d probably still get lost on even with the use of my GPS.

Not good, Belle.

Not good.

“Is there some kind of party?” My vow of silence—or career preservation—expired as I took in the cluster of cars scattered around the main driveway. There were no neat valet-inspired rows, vehicles of various makes and models parked haphazardly like snoring drunk frat boys after a kegger.

“I’ll call you that Uber.” His only response as he unhooked his seatbelt and opened the driver’s side door.

Uber? He was calling me an Uber? We’d just arrived at what was clearly some sort of celebration at his massive family home—with, I assumed, his entire family inside—and he wanted me just to get in a car and head back to New York? Oh, there was no way I could just turn around and leave without finding out enough information to satisfy an FBI investigation.

“Jesus, Jagger, Mom has been asking where you’ve been for the last hour. Did you turn your phone off? Oh, sorry didn’t see you’d brought a date. Hi.”

The new guy—who I guessed was Dane—had apparently materialized from thin air and was standing right beside us. And wow.

Just wow.

He was only an inch or two shorter than his brother, but impressive all the same. He seemed to spend some time at the gym too, if the way his suit curled around him was anything to go by, sporting adorable sandy light brown hair and a pair of piercing blue eyes. But what was most noticeable was his smile, so warm and lovely, lighting up his whole gorgeous face.

I held out my hand, ready to make my own introduction. “Hi, I’m—”

“Just leaving.” We were rudely interrupted by an angry-looking Jagger Hartley. “She’s not my date. And I switched my phone to silent.”

Each word was sharp, efficient, and deadly, like a bullet with the exact amount of warmth as a gunshot.

“I’m sorry about my brother.” Dane eyeballed him hard before turning to me. “He forgets his manners back in Manhattan from time to time. I’m Dane.”

“Belle.”

He took the hand I still had extended and gave it a polite shake. “So nice to meet you, Belle. How do you know Jagger?”

I waited, expecting Jagger—had I ever called him by his first name?—to interject. But he didn’t, watching with interest as he waited for me to explain.

“I was auditioning for him,” I answered honestly. “I’m an actress.”

Jagger—it still felt naughty, even saying it in my head—snorted, actually looking amused.

“What?” I shot back, not willing to let some guy with an inflated ego and a superiority complex say that I wasn’t. I might not have had the accolades of Hayley or the resume of some other actresses, but I was just as freaking talented. And eventually my time would come. Annnnnnd how dare he even try to judge me, considering he saw like barely a minute of my audition and had no idea what I was capable of.

“What were you going to say, Jagger?” I smiled, wondering if he was going to demand I call him Mr. Hartley or sir or some other bullshit to make me feel inferior.

He huffed impatiently, looking between me and his brother. “I was going to suggest that it was more a hostile takeover than an audition. Would you disagree?”

Oh, so it wasn’t my talent he was disputing, okay. And even though he was wildly coloring the circumstances of how I came to be there—fine, maybe he was right, but I’d never admit it—I wasn’t all that upset about it.

“So I held you at gun point and forced you to drive me here?” I batted my eyelashes and smiled.

He shrugged, the tiniest smile just barely cracking at the edge of his lips. “You said you had a taser. You mean, you lied?”

Whoa.

Was Jagger Hartley actually making a joke? And why was it so goddamn sexy?

“Errrr . . . does one of you want to explain?” Dane’s eyes flicked between us, his voice a little less bright than when we first met.

“I’m not a crazy person,” I qualified, positive Dane was building a picture that might have been less than flattering. Crazy actress hijacks his brother, forces him to take her to the family home—all of which would probably have him calling for their personal security—if they had them—or dialing 9-1-1.

“But Jagger,” I liked the way it felt the more I said it, “was so rude and I just wanted an apology.”

Okay, so it didn’t sound a whole lot better.

“I mean—”

“You were rude?” Dane grinned at his brother, raising a brow. “Noooo. That doesn’t sound right. You’ve always been so warm and welcoming.”

Jagger rolled his eyes, flipping him off before leveling his gaze on me. “You were late.”

“Yes, I know. Should they stone me in the streets now or later?” I tilted my head to the side. “Maybe we can ask Dane’s opinion?”

Dane chuckled. “Oh, you’re fantastic.”

“Yes, well fantastic or not, we need to get Ms. Mathews back to Manhattan where she belongs.” Jagger pulled out his phone. “Where would you like the driver to take you?”

“You’re not just going to send her off, Jagger.” Dane shook his head, his eyes still on me. “At least let me offer you something to eat or drink, perhaps use the restroom before you head back. That is, if you have the time?”

I wasn’t sure exactly why the invitation was extended, but I was interested all the same. Whether I was the casualty of some weird sibling skirmish or if he was worried I might talk to the press. I’m guessing there were people like that, willing to sell half-truths to the paparazzi to get their fifteen minutes of fame. Or maybe a quick payday. And since I had a real sickness in wanting information, I didn’t really care what the motivation had been.
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