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      Stefan was—gone.

      Not just gone out of the room. 

      But—gone.

      I tiptoed into the bedroom and headed for the front window. There, I saw Stefan get into a very sexy-looking black sports car. I had no idea what kind it was. The only kind of car I cared about was one that worked. The car sped off, leaving dust in its wake.

      “Yikes,” I mumbled to myself. There was nothing I could do about the situation. Not right now, anyway. It wasn't like I even had a phone to call him with. Not that he'd answer. And if he did, he'd probably just scream at me again.

      Jerk.

      I let out a long sigh and slogged back to the bathroom. I cleaned up the mess Stefan left. Which was challenging without a broom. But I did a fairly good job.

      I emptied the tub and gave it a quick rinse and a wipe down. Then I picked up the white bag that Stefan had dropped. There were still a few things inside. Like the cream the doctor had talked about, a large bottle of pain relievers, and a squeeze bottle of something that looked like lube. She had recommended using it the next time we had intercourse. Not that we ever would do it again. Even if I wanted to. 

      After Stefan's tantrum, I wondered if he'd ever want to be in the same room with me again—let alone sleep with me.

      I stuck the lube into one of the many bathroom drawers. But I kept the cream out—and used it. Surprisingly, the pain down there wasn't as bad. Maybe the bath helped after all.

      Or, maybe it was the orgasm Stefan gave me. Either way—I was feeling better. I still decided to take one of the pain relievers. I stored the cream away and went in search of clothes.

      As soon as I walked back into the bedroom, I realized that our luggage was still downstairs. And there was no way in heck that I was going to carry that big suitcase up all those stairs. Not one chance.

      Instead, I wandered into what I assumed was the closet. “Good grief.” I looked around at the rows and rows of clothes, shoes, jackets—holy crap. Stefan had more clothes than an entire men's store.

      It smelled like him in here, too. All cedary and yummy. I snooped around and touched a bunch of his things. Everything my fingertips grazed over felt rich and lush. Not at all like the cheap, thin fabric my clothes were made of.

      After I opened a few drawers, I finally found T-shirts. Even those were thick, soft cotton. I pulled out a white one and slipped it over my tired body. I grabbed a pair of shorts, too, and put them on, cinching the drawstring tight around my waist. This would have to do for now. I didn't know if anyone else was in the house. And I sure as heck wasn't going to walk downstairs naked and surprise someone.

      And if Stefan had another tantrum because I wore his clothes—well, so be it. 

      The house was quiet as I walked down the hallway and down the stairs. The bottle of pills I'd stuffed into my pocket rattled with each step I took. Gosh. This house—or castle, I guess I should call it—was huge. It was the type of place that people would buy tickets to come and tour. 

      And Stefan—lived here. I hadn't seen even half of it yet. Maybe I'd go exploring after I grabbed some water.

      When I got back into the kitchen, the view stopped me again. It was so unbelievably gorgeous. Did that man realize how lucky he was to have this? 

      Probably not.

      I sighed and walked to the fridge. It was gigantic. And there was a large freezer right beside it, too. I found a bottle of water and grabbed it.

      Then I wrestled with the packaging on the pain reliever bottle. Finally, I shook out a pill and popped it into my mouth. I swallowed it down with half the bottle of water.

      I had the full intention of going back upstairs to sleep. Except I realized that the large wall of windows wasn't actually there. Stefan had opened it—but he hadn't closed it. He'd been in too much of a rush answering the door when the doctor came to visit.

      I wasn't sure what he was doing while I was upstairs with the doctor, but apparently, it wasn't cleaning up our plates and food. I thought about leaving it out there for him to clean up later. That would just make him more ticked off, though.

      So, I sucked it up and cleared off the table and brought everything into the kitchen. Then I thought about just leaving it on the counter. But I couldn't leave a mess in such a fabulous kitchen.

      I put the food away and washed the dishes in the sink. It took me a while to figure out where everything went, but I thought I did a decent job. Then I wiped the counters off and polished the sink before heading outside to wipe the table there. I wanted to sit down and just—stare out at the peaceful water. But I knew I'd fall asleep if I stopped moving for a minute. 

      I turned around, figured out how to close and lock the wall of windows, and decided to go upstairs now that everything was clean. 

      I walked out of the kitchen and into the dining room. Then I spotted our luggage by the door. I feebly attempted to pick up the suitcase that Giselle and Eve had packed for me and took it upstairs.

      I made it as far as the first step before I gave up. “Forget it,” I said to no one and set it down. I wandered up the long staircase, through the hallway, and into Stefan's room. The bed called my name, and I shuffled directly to it. I couldn’t remember a time when I was this tired. Not even when I'd pulled double shifts. 

      I guess grumpy men who lived in castles made me extra tired.

      I pulled the covers back on the bed and slipped between the softest sheets I'd ever felt in my life. 

      This.

      Was.

      Heaven.

      My head hit the pillow—and I was out.
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      I opened my eyes to a mostly dark room.

      The moonlight shone through the front window, creating a lovely effect. “Shh, sleep,” Stefan's voice floated into my ear.

      “Where did you go?” I mumbled, hardly able to get out the words. I was so, so, so tired.

      “Go back to sleep, Chesca.” I felt his lips on my cheek and that confused me. Mostly because I remembered his big man tantrum before he left. Why in the world was he here with me in bed kissing my cheek?

      “What are you doing? I thought you were mad at me?” I swallowed but my mouth felt dry. Which was weird. Maybe it was the air here. But that didn't make much sense since there was a huge body of water right outside.

      His arm tightened around my middle. “No, I'm mad at myself for how I treated you. I'm sorry, Chesca. So fuckin' sorry.” He kissed my cheek again and pulled me into his body. 

      I wanted to ask him more questions, but I just couldn't stay awake to do it. 

      Right before I drifted off again, I thought I heard Stefan say, “I don't deserve you.”

      Or I might have dreamt it.
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      “Go away,” I choked out as I searched for a cooler part of the bed. I woke up all sweaty from Stefan. He'd held me all night in his arms, and now I was paying for it.

      “Francesca, why are you sweating so much?” he asked in his morning voice. 

      “Because you're too hot. Go away,” I whined and complained like a toddler. The bed over here was cooler. But not for long. It immediately heated up again. What was wrong with this bed? “Turn the furnace off. It's way too hot.”

      My mouth was parched. 

      I needed water. I pushed up to sit, and my head spun. “Ugh,” I said, holding my poor, throbbing head with both hands.

      “What's wrong?” Stefan asked. Just the sound of his voice made me want to slug him. 

      “Why are you yelling?” My head was seriously about to explode. Why couldn't he be quiet?

      “I'm not yelling.” His hand touched my back, and I immediately recoiled.

      “Well, isn't that a change,” I snapped at him. As carefully as I could, I swung my legs over the side of the bed. I needed water. So badly. But when I pushed off the bed, my head got so much worse. A wave of horrible nausea hit me like a baseball bat to the skull. Had I been run over by a truck and not realized it?

      “Francesca, are you okay?” Stefan asked. I heard the bedsprings move.

      “I'm fine,” I lied. “I just need water.” I turned, but I couldn't remember which way the door was. “Why is this room so big?” Before I knew it—my legs gave out, and I fell to my knees. 

      “Francesca!” Stefan shouted, making my head hurt even worse. 

      “Why can't you just shut up?” I tried to get up, but my arms and legs just weren't working in tandem. When I felt Stefan behind me, picking me up—the whole room rocked from side to side. And then I realized it wasn't the room. 

      It was me.

      My stomach protested, and I felt hot, bile rise up.

      “Oh, no. Bathroom. Bathroom!” I yelled. Or at least I thought I had yelled.

      Thankfully, Stefan was good for something. In one second, we were on the move. 

      When I tell you, I barely made it—

      I.

      Barely.

      Made.

      It.

      Stefan held my hair back as my stomach emptied.

      And emptied.

      And emptied.

      He flushed a few times for me because I was unable to do anything other than what I was doing. 

      After I was done, Stefan handed me a warm washcloth while I sat on the cool bathroom tile. 

      “Thanks,” I choked out, my mouth still parched like I'd never felt before. The warm washcloth felt wonderful on my face.

      “You must've caught it from the kids,” Stefan said as he leaned against the counter. “I'm sorry. They're cute but germy as fuck.”

      I let out a dry cough and nodded. “I hope they're better. These things are usually just twenty-four-hour bugs.”

      He nodded and looked me over. “Do you want to shower? Or go back to bed?”

      I tried to swallow. “Bed. I can't possibly stand long enough to shower.”

      His lips pursed, and he pushed away from the counter. “Let me change the sheets and get you a new shirt.” He walked out, and I looked down at myself. My T-shirt—well, technically Stefan's—was sticking to me like I'd joined a wet T-shirt contest.

      Gross.

      But there was absolutely nothing I could do about it. I'd never felt this wretched before. My legs were shaky, my body ached, and my head pounded. 

      I could hear Stefan in the bedroom taking off the sheets and putting new ones on. Hopefully, I didn't ruin his mattress. 

      A few minutes later, he came back into the bathroom. “Ready?” he asked and crouched down in front of me. His eyes—those kind eyes I knew—were back. 

      “I guess so.”

      Then he scooped me up into his arms and carried me to bed. He sat me on the edge and said, “Sit up for a minute if you can.” He handed me an ice-cold bottle of water, and I'd never been so grateful for anything in my life.

      “Thank you,” I croaked out and started crying. If I had any moisture left in my body, tears might have actually come out. 

      Stefan sighed and kissed my forehead. “Don't drink too much. Take small sips.” He walked away, and I took the time to open the bottle. Except I couldn't turn the cap. No matter how much I tried.

      I cried harder, and that only made my head and body hurt more. 

      I didn't even notice when Stefan came back with a fresh T-shirt and a few wet washcloths in his hands.

      “Chesca, what's wrong. Don't cry,” he crooned, dumping everything on the bedside table.

      “I—I—” I handed him the still-closed water bottle.

      He took it from me and opened it. “Here.” He held it to my lips, and I took a sip. The cold water gave me some relief. 

      When I was done, Stefan set the bottle on the bedside table, and then his hands went straight for the hem of my shirt. He lifted it halfway up before I even knew what was going on. “What are you doing?” I asked, but the T-shirt was gone, leaving only the cool air against my hot skin. 

      Stefan stared at me.

      And stared at me.

      And stared.

      I could only imagine what I looked like. But why was he staring at me like he wanted to murder someone?

      “What? You've never seen a sick, disgusting woman before?” I asked and leaned over to grab one of the washcloths. Stefan just stayed where he was.

      Staring.

      Unmoving.

      Good grief.

      I wiped my face again and then my neck. My hair was all sweaty, and it was going to remain that way until I could stand up on my own long enough to shower. 

      Stefan finally seemed to come out of a trance. His hand moved slowly to my torso, his fingers grazing my ribs. “Francesca. Who did this to you?” His voice sounded—eerie. As if he were reining in the uncontrollable rage he'd displayed yesterday. 

      I looked down and gasped.

      Crap.

      I tried—too late—to cover the bruises there. “It's nothing. I fell a while ago. You know how clumsy I am.” I attempted to brush it off. But from the way Stefan was glaring at me, I knew he didn't believe me at all.

      “Don't lie to me.” His tone was scary, but I knew he wouldn't hurt me. “Who did that to you?”

      I rolled my eyes, and wiped down my arms even though my skin still ached horribly. “No one.” I gave him the same answer. “Can you wipe my back, please?” He took in a long, controlled breath and picked up a washcloth. I turned a bit to make it easier for him. The heat from my skin instantly dried any water the washcloth left behind.

      After Stefan wiped my back, I quickly slipped on the new white T-shirt he'd brought out, covering up the bruises he couldn't stop looking at.

      I lay back in bed and said, “Thank you.” 

      He nodded, and without saying a word, he undid the shorts I still had on and pulled them off. He picked up the last clean washcloth and started wiping the lower half of my body. 

      “Stefan, you don't have to—”

      His eyes hit mine. “How many fuckin' times did you do this for me?” His voice cracked as his eyes welled up.

      And mine would have done the same thing—if I had any water left in my body to spare. My eyes hurt as I gave him a sad smile. “A few.”

      A forced laugh flew out of his mouth. “A lot more than that. And I appreciated it every single time.” Then he went back to his work of wiping me down. By the time he was done, I'd already drifted back to sleep. I didn't wake back up again until he slid into bed and spooned me.

      “No, I'll get you sick, too. You should stay away from me. Go sleep in another room. There must be a dozen bedrooms or more in this place,” I muttered and pushed his hand away.

      He chuckled and kissed my head. “More.”

      I shook my head weakly. “How many are there?” 

      He laughed and sat his hand on my hip. “You can count them when you're better.”

      I was almost asleep when I thought I heard him whisper, “I'll kill him for hurting you.”

      Or, I might have dreamt it.
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