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      Giuliana means the world to me, and I want her by my side every day for the rest of my life. But danger is closer than either of us expected, and our dreams for the future are ripped away in an instant.

      When Jules is kidnapped by the man who’s been hunting her for months, I’ll stop at nothing to bring her home safely—even if it means facing my demons and going back to the one place I swore never to step foot in again.

      As the search for Jules intensifies, a tangled web of betrayal and deceit begins to unravel. Each clue brings me closer to finding her—and revealing a shattering truth that could tear us apart forever…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Hidden Truth

      

    

    
      
        Also by Morgan James

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      GIULIANA

      I stood at the counter and peered out the kitchen window into the bright morning light reflecting off the heavy layer of snow that had fallen last night, turning the backyard into a winter wonderland. Without warning, a pair of strong arms slipped around my waist.

      “Morning, beautiful.”

      I leaned into Eric’s warm body and tipped my head to the side, allowing him to drop a kiss on the slope of my neck. “I missed you last night.”

      “I know.” I could hear the regret in his voice. “The Johanssons were at it again.”

      As sheriff of the small town of Pine Ridge, Eric took his job seriously. He was often called out in the middle of the night and though he had several deputies beneath him, he’d told me once that he felt an obligation to personally see to the citizens’ safety. There was no doubt in my mind that he knew every single resident of Pine Ridge by name, and his protective and caring nature was evident in the way he handled his duties.

      “I’m sorry.” I snuggled further into his embrace. “I’d say I hope they’d learned their lesson, but...”

      He chuckled, and his warm breath wafted across my cheek. “If they haven’t figured it out yet, I doubt they ever will.”

      I wiggled my hips against his and felt the hard ridge of his arousal pressing into my bottom. His hands left my waist and slid down to the curve of my hips, his fingers curling into my flesh and pulling me close. I glanced at the clock and bit my lip. “Don’t start something you can’t finish.”

      He growled low in my ear, then nipped the soft flesh, making me jump. “I always finish, and so do you.”

      “But I can’t take time to appreciate it properly,” I complained without heat. I shivered as his mouth moved downward, his teeth skimming the cords of my throat.

      “Only because I want to make sure you’re properly taken care of.”

      It was true; he was notorious for spending an inordinate amount of time ensuring I derived as much pleasure from our lovemaking as possible, as many times as possible—and I loved every second of it.

      “I would,” I said regretfully, “but I have a meeting with Tony and Mia this morning to go over plans.”

      I loved my job at Briarleigh Lodge and Resort, a beautiful retreat for vacationers situated at the top of Mount Washington in northern Montana. Jack and Mia Prescott, the owners, were amazing to work for. Barely ten years older than myself, they were more like friends than employers. When I’d suggested the addition of a spa a couple of months ago, they’d immediately hopped onboard. Since then, Mia and I had been working nonstop to get everything ready for its grand opening. It had taken a lot of research and the application of multiple licenses, but everything was finally starting to fall into place.

      “What time will you be done?”

      I shrugged. “Probably normal time, as long as nothing crazy happens between now and then.”

      “Tonight then.” Eric spun me in his arms and stared down at me for a moment. “But I’m not letting you go without this.”

      He took my mouth in a hard kiss, his tongue sliding over mine, and my knees went weak like they did every time he touched me. I’d never felt so cherished, so loved, as I did with him. I would forever be grateful that he found me on the side of the road that day nearly three months ago.

      Born into the Capaldi crime family, I was a mafia princess and only daughter of the capo of the Chicago outfit. When my father was killed three years ago, my uncle took over, and things changed drastically. In an attempt to align the Italian and Russian families, Uncle Massimo arranged my marriage to the Bratva captain, Nikolai. My uncle was abusive and cruel, often locking me away in the dark, stifling closet for hours at a time, but I’d heard the swirling rumors that Nikolai was worse; his first two wives had disappeared without a trace, and I refused to be another statistic. With little more than the clothes on my back, I ran and never looked back. As I stood in the circle of Eric’s arms, I had never been more thankful for anything in my life.

      He broke the kiss, and I stared up at him, studying his features. He was a hard man, stronger than anyone I knew, but he would never hurt me. He’d saved me more times than I could count, not only from external threats, but from myself as well. In those early days, I’d been tempted to flee at the first sign of trouble. Eric had slowly coaxed me out of my shell, urging me to believe in him. And I did—I trusted him with my life.

      “You okay?”

      His brows drew slightly together as he stared down at me, and a smile slowly spread over my face. “Perfect.”

      He stared at me dubiously, and I tightened my hold on his shirt where it was still clenched in my fists. “I was just thinking about how lucky I am.”

      His expression softened, and he pulled me infinitesimally closer. “You’ve got that wrong, babe.” He dipped his head and brushed his lips over mine, soft and sweet. “I’m the lucky one.”

      I leaned into him for a long moment, soaking up the heat and solace his large body offered. His touch was like a balm to my soul. Sometimes in the still darkness of night, when I found myself feeling lost and adrift, I would reach for him. The second my skin touched his, my heart calmed, and my mind relaxed, the connection between us potent and undeniable.

      I’d never before believed people who said their partner completed them; now I knew what they meant. It was the physical closeness, that deep level of trust I’d never found with another person. Eric was everything to me, literally the other half I hadn’t known I was missing.

      Peeling myself away, I peered up at him. “I should get going.”

      “I know.” He framed my face with his large hands and dropped another soft kiss on my lips. “Have fun. And don’t forget about dinner tonight.”

      A grin spread over my face. It was our first real date, and I was more excited than I should be. Though we’d been dating for almost two months, things had been hectic and I was glad the holidays were over so we could focus more on our relationship. There was a restaurant at the resort, but Eric had decided we deserved something special, so tonight we were headed down to a steakhouse in Kalispell to relax and unwind.

      “I can’t wait.”

      I stretched up on my toes and stole one more kiss before pulling away and grabbing my keys from the small table near the front door. Eric’s searing gaze watched me the entire way, sending tendrils of heat curling through me.

      God, I loved that man more than anything.

      A smile on my face, I hopped down the two wide porch steps and bounded through the powdery layer of snow to my car. The little Cavalier had served me well, but I’d recently considered upgrading to an SUV. Eric had tried to buy something for me a few weeks back, but I’d turned him down. It wasn’t that I didn’t appreciate the gesture—I did. But he’d already done so much for me, and I didn’t want to feel indebted to him more than I already did. I wanted him to know that I was with him because I loved him, not because of what he could offer me. More than that, I wanted to prove to myself that I could do it on my own. For the first time in my life, I had a job—one that I loved and that paid well—and I was determined to forge my own path through life.

      I hummed a happy little tune as I navigated the short drive down to the lodge, then pulled into the employee lot and put the car in park. For the past couple of months, ever since the incident at Eric’s house, we’d been staying in a cabin that had once belonged to Mia’s late father, Bruce. It was empty and they had offered it up, not wanting to part with it. It was one of only a handful of homes high up on the mountain, and Jack and Mia’s place was only a few miles away. It was private and peaceful, and an added bonus was that it was only a few minutes’ drive to the resort.

      My gaze lifted and I froze in place as an Escalade slowly drove down the narrow lane of parked cars. The sight hit me with the force of a freight train, bringing with it a thousand memories I thought I’d buried. Horror replaced my earlier joy, turning my blood to ice in my veins. I grabbed the steering wheel, holding on for dear life, ready to throw the car in drive and race away. All black with tinted windows, the huge SUV was the same high-end vehicle my uncle had chosen for himself and his men.

      Heart banging against my ribcage, the sound echoing in my ears, I resisted the urge to slump down in my seat and hide away. Had Uncle Massimo finally found me? I held my breath as I studied the driver through the darkened side window. Dressed in what appeared to be a casual long-sleeved shirt, it wasn’t the pristine suit I was expecting of the soldiers who worked for my uncle. Sunglasses and a ballcap obscured most of his face, but he didn’t look familiar.

      Thank God.

      The Escalade rolled past, and my eyes darted to the license plate affixed to the back of the vehicle. South Dakota. I relaxed my hold on the steering wheel and slowly let out a relieved sigh. I’d half expected to see an Illinois plate on the bumper, some indication that the man had come all the way from Chicago to find me.

      I watched as the Escalade stopped at the end of the row. The driver hesitated for several interminable seconds, then turned left toward the visitor parking lot. He was just lost, then.

      My lungs deflated as I let out the breath I’d been holding and I pressed one hand to my chest, willing my heart to slow its rapid pace. I briefly closed my eyes and swallowed down the last of my fear. Uncle hadn’t found me yet; he wouldn’t. I’d left literally everything behind—clothes, cell phone, credit cards. I was untraceable and living in a remote mountain town. My fear was unfounded; I was safe.

      Shaking off the lingering chill that clung to my spine, I slipped the keys from the ignition then climbed from the car and headed inside. A glance at my watch told me I had approximately forty minutes until our meeting with the supervisor. I jingled the keys as I walked, and I opened the pro shop first.

      The manager Jack and Mia had hired would be here shortly, but I enjoyed opening each morning, getting everything ready in the peace and quiet before the bustle of the day began. Once it started, it wouldn’t stop again until after midnight when the restaurant bar closed down.

      I booted up the computer and glanced through yesterday’s sales, making quick note of anything that needed to be restocked or reordered.

      “Good morning!”

      Jenn’s happy voice cut through the still air, and I smiled at her as she approached the desk. “Morning.”

      I moved out of the way so she could use the computer to clock in, then she turned to me. “How was it yesterday?”

      I handed her the papers. “Pretty decent for a Tuesday.” I checked the clock on the computer. “All right. I’m off.”

      With a smile and a little wave, I headed down the long hallway toward the spa. Tony, the supervisor for the addition, stood outside the large oak doors, and he threw a smile my way. Somewhere in his late sixties, he was still handsome, salt and pepper flecking his dark hair. I wasn’t terribly comfortable around most men, but Tony put off a fatherly vibe that had immediately set me at ease.

      Mia joined us and for the next two hours, we discussed the progress of the spa. Each room of the facility had been framed in and plumbing and electricity had already been run. They planned to start the drywall next week, then the flooring would go in. The tile we’d chosen for the salon was backordered, but it wasn’t a huge concern, according to Tony. All of the other materials were in the back waiting to be installed, so they could finish the salon once everything else was done.

      We thanked Tony, then Mia turned to me, her eyes bright. “I have a surprise for you.”

      “Okay…” I drew out the word, confused.

      “Close your eyes.” I did as she asked, then her hands landed on my shoulders. “Now turn around three times.”

      “What? Why?”

      “So you won’t know where we’re going.” Her tone was tinged with exasperation, and I let out a little laugh.

      “How will that help? I could just open my eyes if I really wanted to know.”

      Mia paused, and her hands lifted away from me. I could just imagine her gesticulating wildly as she spoke. “Whatever. You know what I mean. Baby brain.”

      A low chuckle met my ears, and my eyes popped open as Jack approached. “Don’t let her fool you. That started long before she got pregnant.”

      I pressed my lips together to hide my smile as Mia leveled a haughty glare at her husband. “Are you intentionally trying to pick a fight?”

      “Never.” His expression never changed, but I could see the teasing glint in his eyes as he stared at her.

      Mia lifted one brow at him. “Mhmm.”

      He stepped close as if to pass us by, then dipped his head and spoke low in her ear. Mia’s cheeks turned pink, and she licked her lips as Jack straightened. He took her chin between his thumb and forefinger, then looked deep into her eyes for several long seconds. Finally, he released her and nodded toward me.

      “Try to keep her in line.”

      I shrugged helplessly, a smile pulling at the corners of my mouth. “No promises.”

      “You’re telling me,” he murmured. With one more meaningful look at Mia, he turned and strode down the hall. My gaze drifted toward Mia as she watched her husband, a hungry look of longing etched on her face.

      It was always interesting watching those two interact. Mia was perpetually bubbly while Jack was so intense. And yet it just… worked. I could feel the desire, the love crackling between the two of them, despite the fact that they were rarely—if ever—affectionate in public. I knew part of that was Mia’s choice. Since she was partial owner of her late father’s company, Hamilton Construction, I knew she felt she had to try twice as hard to be taken seriously in what people still considered a man’s role.

      “If you’d rather wait…”

      Mia’s head snapped toward me, and her eyes cleared. “No! I’ve been waiting all day for this.”

      I barely suppressed a smile. “It’s barely eleven o’clock.”

      Pretty blue eyes rife with mock condescension glared at me. “You know what I mean.”

      I laughed, and she cracked a smile. “Seriously, this kid’s killing me. I’m tired and hungry all the time, and I swear I’d forget my head if it wasn’t attached.”

      “I’m sure that’s normal,” I assured her. Playing along with whatever scheme she’d concocted, I turned around and closed my eyes. “All right. I’m game.”

      Her hands fell to my shoulders once more, and she guided me forward. “No peeking.”

      “Okay, okay.” Curiosity tugged at me as we passed the kitchen, the sounds of clanging pans giving away our location. Another minute later, Mia pulled me to a stop. “Okay… Open!”

      I blinked my eyes open and came face-to-face with… A door? “Ummm…”

      Mia moved to my right side and tipped her head toward the plaque hanging on the wall which read “Special Events Coordinator.”

      I whirled toward her. “What is this?”

      A huge smile lit her face. “Your new office.”

      I turned back toward the oak door, emotion clogging my throat.

      “I know we haven’t talked about it,” Mia spoke up, “but I wanted it to be a surprise. Even if you don’t want the position, the office is still yours.”

      I swallowed hard and blinked away the tears of gratitude that had formed while she spoke. “Mia, I… I don’t know what to say.”

      She lifted her hands and spread her fingers wide. “I’m not an expert, but “yes” seems as good a response as any.”

      I covered my face with my hands, grinning like a fool. “Yes!”

      “Yay!” Mia’s arms came around me in a huge hug, and I held on tight.

      Never in my life had I felt happier, more accepted than I did here. Months ago I’d arrived in Pine Ridge alone and scared, and badly in need of funds to keep me going. Eric found me on the side of the road when my car ran out of gas, and he’d called in a favor to Jack to hire me on. Now I had a man who loved me and friends and coworkers whom I adored.

      Life truly didn’t get any better than this.
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      Pulling open the top drawer of my desk, I fished deep in the back and extracted the little black box. Using my thumb, I flipped it open and gazed at the sparkly diamond inside.

      “Finally going to ask?”

      Lost in my thoughts, I hadn’t heard Riley enter. Snapping the box closed, I dropped it back into the drawer and raked my hands over my face. “Fuck. I don’t know.”

      Riley sank into one of the hard plastic chairs and stared at me across the desk between us. “How long have you been holding onto that thing now?”

      Nearly a month. I’d lied to Jules and told her that I got called into work one day. Instead, I’d gone down to Kalispell and spent nearly six hours looking for the perfect ring.

      “Too long,” I responded, and Riley laughed.

      “What the hell are you waiting for? Gotta lock your girl down before someone else does.”

      I knew he was just yanking my chain, but I couldn’t help the sudden surge of jealousy. Jules was smart and beautiful, and I sure as hell didn’t deserve her, but I wasn’t about to give her up. She was mine and mine alone.

      Falling for her was never the plan. When she showed up last December, she was cool and distant, hiding from a past she refused to reveal. Much too young and utterly vulnerable, she was completely off limits. But no other woman made me feel the way she did. She’d managed to worm her way into my heart with her sweet smiles and guileless green eyes, and I’d fallen hard and fast. She meant more to me than anything on earth, and I wanted her by my side forever. Though she still hadn’t opened up to me about what had brought her here to Pine Ridge, I decided it wasn’t important. I hoped that one day she would be comfortable enough to tell me the truth, but the past was the past, and now it was just Jules and me. Nothing else mattered.

      “I’m taking her out to dinner tonight. I plan to ask her after that.”

      “Good luck, man,” Riley said as he stretched one hand across the desk. “You deserve it.”

      I slipped my palm into his. “Thanks.”

      I wondered if Riley could feel my hand shaking, and I yanked it away. I was nervous as fuck. What if she said no? It was part of the reason I’d waited so long to ask. After everything she’d been through, I wanted to make sure she was making the right decision. Now that things had returned mostly to normal and we’d fallen into a kind of routine, I was a little more confident. Jules and I had begun as roommates and we soon became friends, then lovers. Each day with her was better than the last, and I wanted to see her beautiful face every morning until I took my dying breath.

      “What are you waiting for? Get out of here.” Riley hitched one thumb over his shoulder toward the door.

      I grabbed the black box out of my drawer once more and shoved it into my pocket as I stood. With a nod to my deputy, I slid my arms into my jacket, then strode out the door and climbed into my cruiser. My thumbs tapped an impatient rhythm on the steering wheel as I drove home. The little black box burned a hole in my pocket, and I was a nervous wreck by the time I pulled up in front of the large log cabin that had once belonged to Mia Prescott’s father. This house held memories too, but not like mine.

      We still hadn’t listed my house for sale, but I knew without a doubt we would never go back there. I’d never get the image of Jules’s terrified face, the dark stain of blood saturating the bedroom carpet out of my mind. I felt like we needed a fresh start as a couple. If everything went well tonight, I would soon have a fiancée. The idea of starting a family with Jules turned my blood hot. I climbed out of my car and placed a hand on the hood of Jules’s older blue Cavalier. Still warm. She must’ve only beat me home by minutes, and I went in search of her. Pushing the front door open, I saw her in the kitchen to my immediate left, and I automatically gravitated toward her.

      She smiled up at me as I approached. “Hey. How was your day?”

      Afraid to open my mouth, terrified that I would spill the secret if I did, I slipped my hands into her hair and crashed my mouth to hers. Her body melted against mine under the force of the kiss, her mouth hot and sweet. I loved the feel of her, the taste of her. I would never get enough. A few seconds later, I lifted my head, and Jules looked up at me, a tiny smile lifting the corners of her mouth. “That good, huh?”

      “That good,” I agreed as I dipped my head to kiss her once more. “Are you ready for dinner?”

      Her hands splayed over my pecs, and she pouted playfully. “Or we could just stay here and finish what you started.”

      It was an easy out that I was tempted to take, but in the end I shook my head. “No, baby, you deserve this.”

      It had taken me weeks to convince her to go on a date with me—a real date. Pine Ridge had exactly two restaurants, not counting the restaurant that had just opened at Briarleigh. Rosie’s Café closed down daily at two o’clock, at which time the adjoining bar would open. I wasn’t about to take her to a bar for our first date, and I sure as hell couldn’t propose in front of a hundred people we knew and saw every day. Though she would’ve been happy enough to have dinner at the resort, I wanted to do something special for her and take her down to Kalispell.

      I glanced at the clock. “Reservations are for an hour and a half from now, so get that cute ass in gear.” I gave her bottom a little swat to get her moving, but it had the opposite effect—not that I was complaining. Her arms wound around my neck and she pulled me down for another long, slow kiss.

      She broke away with a soft, sweet little sigh and spoke against my lips. “I love you.”

      Twining one arm around her tiny waist, I pulled her flush against me and brushed my nose against hers. “Love you, beautiful.”

      I’d almost lost her once, and I wasn’t too proud to tell her every day what she meant to me. I’d do it every day for the rest of my life if she’d let me.

      I growled as I gently pushed her away. “Go before I throw you over my shoulder and carry you to the car.”

      A broad smile curved her mouth, lighting her eyes, and the sight of it made me go weak in the knees. She slowly backed away, then flounced toward the loft so she could change. As soon as she’d disappeared up the stairs, my hand went to the box concealed in my coat pocket. I drew in a deep breath, trying desperately to calm my fraying nerves.

      That look on her face told me everything I needed to know; she was the woman I wanted to spend the rest of my life with. I hung up my coat and jogged upstairs, then quickly shed my uniform. Twenty minutes later, I’d showered and shaved, and we made our way out the door.

      During the ride to Kalispell, we chatted amiably, Jules telling me all the plans for Briarleigh’s new spa. I was nervous as shit and feeling more tongue-tied than ever, so I gladly let her fill the silence. As soon as we were seated and had a bottle of wine delivered and poured, Jules folded her hands and placed them in front of her on the table. She tipped her head slightly to one side, a mischievous glint in her eyes as she peered at me.

      “So, we have something else to celebrate tonight.”

      I felt the blood drain from my face. How the hell had she found out? I decided to do what I did best: play dumb.

      “Oh? What’s that?”

      “Well…” Jules dragged out the word, and I found myself holding my breath. “You’re looking at Briarleigh’s new Special Events Coordinator.”

      I blinked, so totally consumed by relief that it took me a moment to respond. “God, babe, that’s awesome. I’m so happy for you.”

      I reached across the table and took her hand in mine. It was her left hand, and I eyed her ring finger for a minute before giving her a gentle squeeze. I wouldn’t do this now; I wanted her to revel in this special moment, about her and her alone. “I’m so glad it’s worked out for you. You deserve it.”

      That smile I loved so much lit her face again, full of pure joy and happiness, and it served only to reinforce my decision. This was her time. But later… later she would be mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      GIULIANA

      My heart beat nervously as I stared across the room at Eric. He’d been acting strange the whole evening, and he’d barely spoken a word during dinner. He’d congratulated me, of course, and seemed to be truly happy for me. Yet… something seemed off.

      I rolled the hem of my shirt between my fingers as Eric built up a fire in the large stone fireplace. He stood and wiped his palms on his thighs, a movement to me that appeared agitated, nervous.

      His gaze shot to me, the green of his hazel eyes boring into me. “Will you help me grab some firewood?”

      “Sure.” Pushing down my anxiety, I stood from the couch and approached him. I stepped into my boots, and Eric held the door for me as we moved out on the porch. The cold air hit me like a punch to the gut, freezing the air in my lungs. I briskly rubbed my arms as Eric looped an arm around my shoulders and pulled me close.

      Tipping my head up, I gazed at the stars shining brightly in the winter sky, only two tiny wisps of clouds marring the endless black expanse. Once upon a time we had a discussion about thermal energy, and the memory brought a smile to my lips.

      I tilted my face toward his. “Going to be cold tonight,” I said teasingly.

      Eric looked at me, but he didn’t smile. His expression was solemn, and it kicked my pulse into a rapid tempo.

      “What’s wrong?” I whispered. A thousand thoughts flooded my mind, none of them good. My breaths came stilted and shallow, my lungs threatening to hyperventilate as I contemplated his reaction. Eric was serious, but this… I’d never seen him so stoic before. Fear flashed, rendering me motionless. Was he leaving me?

      Eric turned to face me more fully, an emotion in his eyes that I didn’t recognize. He lifted his hands and cupped my face, his long, strong fingers cradling my neck and jaw. His head moved in a jerky motion as he stared intently at me, and he tenderly brushed his thumbs over my cheeks. “You are everything right with the world.”

      Relief cascaded over me, pushing away the fear as I took in the love in his eyes. His hands slid down my neck, over my shoulders, and coasted along the length of my arms until he took my hands in his. “I love you more than anything, and I want to spend every day making you happy.”

      Even when he bent to one knee in front of me, it didn’t fully click until he began to speak. “I had a whole speech prepared.” He let out a self-deprecating little laugh. “I recited it to myself a thousand times over dinner, and now I can’t remember a damn word.”

      My lips parted into a little ‘O’, but no sound came out. My eyes misted over, and I pressed my hands to my lips as Eric released me to withdraw a little black box from the inside pocket of his jacket.

      “I’m no good at this, so I’m just going to ask. Jules… Will you marry me?”

      Eyes wide, I opened and closed my mouth, but nothing came out. It was literally the last thing I had expected, and surprise halted the words on my tongue. Finally, I managed a shaky nod.

      Eric stared up at me and quirked a brow. “Is that a yes?”

      “Yes,” I whispered, my voice breaking on the word.

      Eric grasped my left hand where it still covered my mouth and brought it to his lips. He pressed a kiss to the back of my fingers before slipping the ring on. Still holding my hand, he climbed to his feet and pulled me into his arms. “You sure about this?”

      His quiet words jerked me from my stupor and I threw my arms around his neck, a huge grin overtaking my face. “Yes!”

      Eric caught me as I threw myself at him and wrapped my legs around his waist. Our mouths fused together in a heart stopping kiss, and I felt him moving toward the front door. Without breaking the kiss, he shifted me in his arms to open the door, then kicked it closed behind us.

      His hands slipped beneath my bottom, his long fingers stretching down and brushing my center through the material of my pants. His hair was too short to pull, so I settled for raking my nails across the base of his scalp. I wiggled against him, and his low growl rumbled across my lips. His arousal between us seemed to grow impossibly thick and hard, and I rocked my hips against his.

      He nipped my bottom lip and carried me up to the loft bedroom without another word. As soon as we reached the foot of the bed, he set me on my feet. His hands grasped the hem of my sweater dress and drew it hastily over my head. It landed on the floor with a whisper, but I didn’t even notice as he dropped to his knees.

      His hands went to one boot and he tugged it off before moving to the other. They, too, landed in a heap by the closet, and he began to attack my leggings. He delved inside the waistband then drew them down my hips, trailing kisses over my flesh as it was revealed to him. I pulled one leg free, then the other, and stood before him in only my bra and underwear.

      “Turn.” His voice was husky as he made a circle motion with his finger, and I bit back a smile as I followed his instructions. I made a full circle, then faced him again.

      He loved sexy underwear, and I hadn’t yet had a chance to surprise him with these. The red lace panties had ties on each side, much like a bikini. Three little bows ran vertically, like a ladder, connecting the material of the front to the back. As each bow came untied, the panties became looser, just like unwrapping a Christmas present.

      His eyes were hot and dark as they moved to the laces on one hip. “New?”

      “Mhmm…” I hummed out a response as he leaned forward and pressed an open-mouthed kiss to my hip bone. He trailed lower and took the tie of one bow between his teeth, then pulled. My hands moved to his head as he loosened the second, then kissed his way across my stomach and performed the same actions on the other side.

      His fingers trailed up the backs of my legs, and I shivered as goosebumps rose in their wake. It wasn’t from the cold—oh, no. Everything about Eric was hot and hard, and he made me feel things I’d never experienced. I was a virgin when I showed up three months ago, and I’d dreaded ever being with a man. But Eric… He was so much more than I could have ever asked for. He was my first lover—and he would be my last.

      He glanced up at me as the remaining two ties pulled loose, and the fabric slowly slid from my body. My bottom bumped the bed as he gave me a gentle shove, and I collapsed backward as he’d intended. Propping myself up on my elbows, I watched him pull my hips toward him so I was suspended just over the edge of the mattress.

      One eyebrow ratcheted toward his hairline, and the corner of his mouth lifted in a sexy smirk. It was a look I loved on him, because it meant he was about to get his way. It also almost always led to an immense amount of pleasure for me.

      He pushed my knees apart, and I bit my lip as his hands coasted up the inside of my thighs. He stroked and massaged his way upward until he finally found my folds. His tongue darted out, and I jumped as he flicked the sensitive nub, now completely exposed.

      Eric let out a rusty chuckle. “So sexy.”

      One thumb slid through my slick entrance, then his mouth was on me again. Fisting my hands in the bedspread, I braced myself against his onslaught. I closed my eyes against the sensation and let myself drift in the sheer ecstasy of the sensation.

      His hands roamed my body, over my stomach and ribs, then upward to cup my breasts. Pulling the cup of my bra down, he circled my nipple. I arched into him as he tweaked the tip, teasing me until I writhed beneath him. An electric current shot from my breast all the way down to my core, and each stroke of his tongue stoked the fire within until wildfire roared through my veins.

      He knew I was getting close. I let out a whimper and sank my teeth into my lower lip as he slipped two fingers inside me. He withdrew, then thrust deeply. The motion sent me over the edge, and a keening cry ripped from my throat as pleasure slammed into me, exploding in a shower of stars.

      He rubbed gently through the slick folds, drawing out my orgasm until I collapsed, boneless and sated. I felt his fingers leave me, and he slowly prowled over me, kissing and licking his way up my body. His mouth landed hard on mine, and I tasted myself on him as his tongue slid between my lips.

      I pulled my knees up to grip his hips as he settled his weight over me, his erection prodding my entrance. Flattening my hands on his chest, I pushed him away—no easy feat, considering he weighed damn near twice what I did.

      He pulled back and arched a brow. My only answer was a gentle shove to his shoulder, and he fell to his back, pulling me with him. I slithered my way down his body until I was settled between his legs, and I smiled up at him. “Your turn.”
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      That sexy little smirk would be the death of me. It made me want to dominate her, bury myself so deep inside her that she would feel me for weeks. I’d been her first—and I would damn well be her last. No other man would ever touch her; I would never give her up.

      Eyes locked on mine, she slithered down onto her belly and propped her feet in the air behind her, suspending them over that gorgeous ass of hers. It was sexy as hell, and the little tease knew it got to me every time. I shoved a second pillow behind my shoulders and laced my fingers together behind my head as I settled in to watch her.

      Her tongue darted out and flicked against the head of my cock, making it jump. Her plump lips opened and slid over the rounded head, taking in just the first inch before releasing it. She fisted my shaft, and the ring on her finger sparkled as she ran her left hand up and down my cock in a firm stroke. The sight of it sent a thrill of possession through me.

      I watched as she ran her tongue from base to tip, and my hips jerked upward. There were times when Jules was still so shy, so reserved. But in bed… Fuck. She was free and uninhibited and more than I could have ever dreamed of. She opened herself to me fully and gave as much as she took. She reveled in the pleasure we drew from one another’s bodies with insatiable need. Though we routinely had sex once a day—if not more—it wasn’t enough. My sweet, innocent girl was a nymphomaniac, and I loved the hell out of it.

      Her mouth felt like heaven, but I needed to be inside her. I needed to feel her muscles contracting and holding me close as her heat flooded my cock.

      I lifted her away and guided her over me. “Get your sexy ass up here.”

      Hands braced on my pecs, she moved over my hips and positioned herself over me. Jules let out a sexy little moan as I speared up into her, and I tangled my tongue with hers. I tasted my lust on her, and the erotic sensation spurred me on. Her inner muscles were tight, still slightly swollen from her earlier release; it felt like coming home.

      I curled my fingers into her hips as she began to move, slowly at first, then faster. The walls of her core constricted around me, spurring me on, and together we raced toward completion. She came first with a cry, and her head fell into the crook of my neck as her arms tightened around my shoulders.

      Wrapping one arm around her waist, I flipped her over. She stared up at me, those gorgeous green eyes so full of lust and love and everything in between. I pulled out and thrust deep. Her back arched, and I laced our fingers together over her head. Eyes locked on hers, I took her hard and fast.

      My blood went hot, and my dick turned rock-hard every time I saw her. It was an exercise in restraint trying to hold myself back. A tingling sensation shot through my stomach, then lower, and Jules let out a little sigh of ecstasy as my shaft swelled with my impending release. I wanted nothing more than to come inside her—but not yet.

      Over the past two months, I’d mastered the pull-out method. She was sensitive to condoms, and we never talked about birth control. I knew she didn’t want to use it, but I wasn’t sure if it had more to do with the fact that she refused to put her name on anything or if she was against it due to personal or religious reasons. I felt like we were gambling every time we had sex, but I couldn’t bring myself to care. I wanted so fucking badly to fill her up with my seed so she’d grow round with my children. It sounded archaic and primitive, but I didn’t give a damn.

      With a ragged groan, I pulled out. Jules’s torso lifted and fell on rapid breaths, my desire glistening against her pale flesh. I slid my free hand to the back of her neck and squeezed. I couldn’t resist. “One of these days I’m going to come inside you, really make you mine.”

      She nodded silently, and I took her mouth in a hard kiss before pushing off her. Reaching toward the nightstand, I swiped a handful of tissues from the box and cleaned up our lovemaking. I tossed them in the trash can beside the bed, then slid in next to her and pulled her close.

      She curled onto her side, resting her head on my chest, and I dropped a kiss on the top of her head as she held up her left hand to examine the ring. It was the first time she’d really looked at it, and anxiety churned in my gut. I hoped she liked it. “What do you think?”

      “I can’t believe this is really happening,” she said, her tone saturated with incredulity.

      I captured her hand in one of mine, enjoying the way the diamond looked on her finger. “If you don’t like the style, we⁠—”

      “No!” She snatched her hand away and turned her head to look up at me. “I love this one.”

      She turned her gaze back to the ring, and I pulled her closer, smiling against her silky hair.

      I’d agonized over which ring to buy for hours, and I’d damn near driven the saleswoman crazy, asking to see hundreds of different rings. Finally, I’d settled on a vintage-looking band with a single carat diamond in the middle. It was feminine and pretty, and it reminded me of Jules. “I’m glad you like it.”

      Her head nodded against my shoulder. “It’s perfect.”

      Turning my head, I brushed my lips over the top of her head. She had that wrong; she was perfect. And I was never letting her go.
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