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Blurb

 

Secret crush. Ex-stepbrother. Ruthless enemy. Boss. 

 

 

Thirteen years ago, Brennan Diamond abandoned me and my mom, leaving us with his abusive father. Now he’s the multi-billionaire mogul who bought the company I sold my soul to. 

 

If he expects to be my knight in shining armor, he can go fuck himself. 

 

I’ve worked my ass off to become the CEO’s secretary, so the egotistical jerk won’t scare me away with his hungry eyes, delicious scent, and wicked promises. 

 

I vow to never give in to his dirty demands… until he uncovers a secret that could unravel us both. 

 

 

Dangerous Mr. Diamond (Brutal Billionaire Bosses Book 2) is a super-spicy, forbidden workplace romance with forced proximity, a jealous/possessive hero, a strong, competent female lead, and a deliciously dirty enemies-to-lovers battle of wills. 

 

This story is intended for 18+ readers and includes mature content. 

 

Can be read as a standalone. HEA guaranteed. 

 




Chapter 1

Audrey Tripp

A tiny body slams into my hip, shoving me off balance and whacking my head on the roof of the trunk. I yelp, hiss, and catch my forearm on the rubber seal lining the rim, desperate to keep my dress clean despite the needle from the sewing kit sinking into the pad of my thumb. The little girl bouncing off me shrieks and pinwheels, so I grab her before she falls. 

“Abigail, be careful!” 

The mother’s frantic voice grates down my spine even as jealousy pierces my heart. Ever since I ran away from my stepfather and spent a night wandering the streets barefoot and broken only to return home the next morning and find my mom beaten to within an inch of her life ten years ago, I haven’t heard a single kind word from my mother. She hates and resents me and wishes we both had died that night. 

The little girl clings to my arm and sobs. 

I swallow my emotions and duck out from under the trunk lid only to blink in horror. 

I’ve seen the little princess on television. Every political station has had her face plastered on the screen nonstop for the past two weeks because her father announced his campaign to run for governor of New York. 

Dread roots me to the ground. I beg the universe to open a black hole under my feet and whisk me far, far away even if it means a horribly gruesome death. 

For several heartbeats, I can’t force myself to move. I can’t let go of the girl. Can’t breathe. Can’t think. 

As though trapped in a horror movie, I lift my gaze. A man’s suit fills my vision. Black lapels. Red tie. White shirt. 

Pain and humiliation. 

I force my attention upward and meet the eyes of my worst nightmare. 

Donald Diamond—the monster who attacked me, took his anger out on my mom, then tossed us to the curb ten years ago—walks toward me with his arm around his pregnant wife’s waist. 

His surprise morphs into a mix of menace and delight. My ex-stepfather smiles at me. Cold brown eyes trap mine. 

Bile climbs up my throat. 

I release his daughter and step back. Fear pulses through me. My ears ring. 

“Oh my god, I’m so sorry!” His wife’s voice pierces through my panic. I take another step back and tighten my grip. The fiery pinprick of pain as the needle sinks deeper into my flesh gives me something to focus on besides the memories flashing through my mind. “She bolts every time we turn around, and I can’t catch her anymore. Abigail, come here, baby.” 

The little girl cries harder. Donald squats in front of her. 

I flinch as emotions slam through me. Once upon a time, he did the same to me. I once cherished the way he made me feel and thought I’d be his princess forever. 

He proved me wrong. 

Blood drips off my wrist. I suck down a breath and move my hand away from the car as I pull my thumb off the needle. 

“Oh no! You’re bleeding,” the woman exclaims. 

I shake my head and yank a few tissues out of the box in the trunk. 

“I’m fine,” I lie. 

I need to get away from them. Now. The buzzing in my ears and tightness in my chest warn of an impending panic attack. 

My ex-stepfather wipes the tears from Abigail’s face before tucking her hand inside her mother’s and urging them toward the church. 

I expected my ex-stepfather and his new family would be here today, but I thought I’d only see him from afar. My best friend, Brook, is marrying one of the richest men in New York City, so of course they invited all the prominent figureheads, including businessmen and politicians. 

Donald Diamond is finishing his second term as the mayor of New York City. He wouldn’t miss the opportunity to flaunt his growing family. 

Centipedes crawl in my stomach. Ice infects my veins. His wife insists they wait for him. He gestures to the back bumper of my car. 

The beads on his daughter’s dress left several thin white scratches on the paint. 

Fuck. It’s not my car; I borrowed it from the company. I’ve hauled the CEO around in it for almost a year without incident. Why now? 

“Let me exchange information with this young lady, then I’ll be right with you,” my ex-stepfather says. 

The hair on my nape rises. 

No. 

I never want to speak to him again, not even in the parking lot with the sun streaming down and people strolling between the cars. 

I stuff tissue between my thumb and the sewing kit and swipe the trail of blood off the side of my hand before reaching for my bag, swinging it onto my shoulder, and grabbing the lid of the trunk. 

A smooth, masculine hand covers mine on the metal. My vision swims. 

Everything I’ve learned in self-defense class flees from my mind as panic floods my veins. 

“Don’t touch me,” I hiss. 

“I warned you what would happen if I ever saw you again, didn’t I, Audrey?” 

Desperation clears my mind. I yank my hand out from under his and knock his arm away before slamming the trunk closed and backing up. 

“Leave my mom alone,” I demand. 

He smiles and reaches into his suit pocket. My entire body vibrates with tension, and I prepare to bolt even as he pulls out a business card. 

“If you really cared about her, you would’ve used all the money I gave you to disappear like I told you to,” he says. 

Rage colors my vision. The hush money he threw at us during their divorce was barely enough to save my mom’s life after he beat her. She needed so many surgeries, infusions, and treatments, we ran out within a year. I’ve been supporting us ever since. 

It doesn’t matter. I’ll pay for her care. I want nothing from him. 

Despite the evil shining from his gaze, I roll my shoulders back and lift my chin. 

“I have disappeared. We’re nothing to each other. Today was just an unfortunate accident between strangers. Keep that.” I gesture to his business card. “I don’t want it.” 

I spin on my heels and nearly trip on my long skirt as it tangles around my legs, but I fill my fist with the buttery soft fabric and speedwalk around the back of the church. I don’t slow until I turn into the hall with the suites for the wedding party. 

When my heart threatens to pound out of my chest, I stop beside a decorative table and lean my back against the wall. Dark crimson grows on the tissue. I drop my head back, take several calming breaths, and focus on the cheerful sounds drifting out from both the bridesmaids’ and groomsmen’s rooms. Shoving my emotions deep down into the abyss of my soul, I stop myself from destroying the makeup artist’s hard work and instead roll my shoulders before pushing off the wall. 

After cleaning the sewing kit, wrapping a bandage on my thumb, and fixing the buttons on two of the bridesmaids’ dresses, I pass the sewing kit to the best man and ensure the entire party has drinks and snacks before joining the bride in her chambers. 

I met Brook Simons—soon to be Brook Ricco—eight years ago. Without her, I wouldn’t be where I am today. 

She smiles and waves as I return but resumes pacing back and forth in her elaborate white gown. 

“You’re going to wear a hole in that fancy rug if you don’t sit down,” I joke. 

Her eyes light with mirth. She takes a deep breath and relaxes her shoulders. 

“What, this old thing?” She scoffs with a gesture toward the ornate rug. “No one will even notice if I do.” 

“More like your loaded husband will just throw money at it and expect it to mend itself.” 

After the unexpected run-in with my ex-stepfather, I can’t stop the words from escaping the well of hatred festering in my soul. I regret saying them before they pass my lips, but when Brook freezes, fear grips me. 

She’s my best friend. Alienating her on her wedding day when she trusted me to be her maid of honor would gut me. The blood drains from my face. 

I stand and take an awkward half-step forward as emotions flit through her expression. 

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that. Matteo would never…” Words elude me as I walk around the couch. I insulted the man who offered himself as a punching bag for her beloved self-defense class. By the time I clutch her hands in mine, remorse and shame thicken my throat. 

“You’re marrying a good man, Brook,” I say. 

For a few tense moments, she studies my eyes. I fight the urge to hide behind my sarcasm. She deserves honesty, not deflection. 

When she squeezes my hands and nods, relief spears through me. 

“I am marrying a good man. You’ll find someone you can trust, too,” she murmurs. 

I bite back a scoff and shake my head. 

“No, I won’t. I’ll never trust a man again,” I vow. 

Especially not after surviving Donald Diamond and his heartless son. 

She opens her mouth to speak, but the door to the hall swings wide and her husband-to-be steps into view. 

I fight against the urge to flee as his suit swims in my vision. 

Every ounce of Brook’s tension melts away. I tear my gaze away from Matteo Ricco and study her face. Her smile fills me with wonder. I look away as tenderness softens his expression. 

The sexual tension between them thickens the air. 

I swallow my misgivings, squeeze Brook’s hands, and step back as I release her. 

“That’s my cue. The ceremony starts in thirty minutes. Don’t be late,” I admonish before making a beeline for the door. 

“Hang on, aren’t you supposed to say it’s bad luck for the groom to see the bride before the wedding?” she yells after me. 

Matteo steps deeper into the room to let me pass. 

I shake my head and wave a dismissive hand over my shoulder. 

“Don’t worry, Brook—I’ll take all the bad luck. I’m used to it anyway. Twenty-nine minutes!” 

Even as I shut the door behind me, premonition shivers down my spine. I shouldn’t have tempted fate, not when I know my ex-stepfather and his family are here, but I’ll do anything for Brook. She’s more than family to me. She’s the only one I trust. 

I roll my neck and shake out my arms as I start down the hall, erasing the ominous feeling. 

A screech comes from the groomsmen suite. My heart leaps into my throat. I lift my skirts and rush forward. The ridiculous, strappy high heels dig into the back of my feet and pinch my toes, but I pour on more speed and prepare to use the doorframe to swing into the room. 

A tiny white ball of fluff rockets out into the hall, almost tripping me, but my reflexes kick in and I slide, squat, and scoop the pocket-sized dog up with one arm before tucking it against my chest and rising. My head spins, but I brace a palm on the wall and catch my balance before turning back toward the room. 

Broad shoulders fill the doorway. Crisp navy fabric fills my vision and terror closes my throat, but I use years’ worth of training and push through my instinctual reaction to see the man wearing it. 

Carlos Lopez, the top security guard at my company and the most trustworthy man I know, steps out into the hall. As he always does when we greet each other, he moves several paces away—out of reaching distance—and offers me a gentle smile. His partner and today’s best man, Liam Brunswick, follows close on his heels with a wailing little boy in tow. 

The tiny dog whines and wiggles, pulling me further away from my mental spiral. I loosen my hold and give a half-smile, half-grimace as the mini beast licks my upper chest and throat. 

Sympathy spears through me at the silent panic in Liam’s eyes. He maintains his normal stoicism—as Matteo Ricco’s private assistant and right-hand man, he wouldn’t dare lose his composure—but underneath his faux calm lies a well of uncertainty I never thought I’d see on him. 

His unprecedented preparedness saved me multiple times throughout the years—he somehow always managed to have my back at conferences when I had no clue what I was doing—while his ability to read the room and anticipate things before they happen has taught me so much. 

The little boy tries to tug his hand out of Mr. Brunswick’s grasp and launches into a bigger tantrum when he can’t. 

Liam glances toward Carlos for backup, but Carlos looks just as lost as he does, so I take mercy on them and squat in front of the spoiled toddler. 

“Hey, buddy. What’s wrong?” I ask. 

Liam gestures toward the kid’s other arm and responds, “He was being too rough with the dog, so it nipped at him and ran off.” I glance at the sleeve in question but find no proof of a bite. “We already checked, and he’s fine. Not a mark on him.” 

A shadow falls over me. The hairs on my nape rise and terror clogs my throat, but the dog’s soft fur and happy lick ground me in the present. 

I rise and move away from the newcomer even as he speaks. 

“Of course my son is fine. He just needs to toughen up and make sure the dog knows who’s boss. Stop crying, Clark,” Taylor Devon demands. 

The second son of a billionaire, Taylor Devon has never had to work a day in his life, but he stands as though he’s the most accomplished man in the building. 

Pure disgust twists my insides as my ex-stepfather’s voice rings through my memories. He often berated my stepbrother for the most ridiculous things, and after Brennan left, he turned his attention to me. 

The boy quiets. My heart hurts for him. 

“He pulled the dog’s tail,” Liam says. The contempt in his tone relays his disgust at the chauvinistic opinion. 

“The dog doesn’t care. He’s already forgotten. Hell, I would too for a taste of that,” Taylor says. 

I follow his gaze to my breasts. Worms crawl on my skin, turning the dog’s innocent licks to something more sinister. With a few gentle strokes of its head, I guide its mouth away from my chest. 

Liam offers Taylor his son’s hand as Carlos walks around them and takes the dog from my arms. I step partially behind him as he returns the animal to its owner. 

The ache in my heart worsens. 

“Thanks for watching the runts for me. I’ll take them to my wife now,” Taylor sneers. After glaring at Carlos for ruining his opportunity to cop a feel of my breasts, he turns and stomps away. 

As he leads the child down the hall toward the atrium with the dog tucked against his side, I take a deep breath and grimace at the saliva on my skin. 

Carlos offers me a tissue from his coat pocket. 

“Thank you, Mr. Lopez,” I say as I accept it. 

“You’re very welcome, Ms. Tripp,” he responds. 

The ball of dread lodged in my chest remains, but my fight-or-flight response dissipates as Carlos and Liam use their bulk to shield me from the guests at the end of the hall. 

These are the only two men in the entire world I trust to stand so close. 

“We should tell him we’re gay. He’ll never thrust his kid on us again,” Carlos mumbles. 

Mirth tugs at my lips. His sass never fails to amuse me. Our irreverent humor is how we slowly became friends over the years. 

I look down to hide my face as I wipe the slobber off my cleavage. 

“Neither of us knows how to act gay enough for him to believe us,” Liam deadpans. 

I choke on a laugh and shake my head despite needing another tissue. When I lift my gaze, quiet relief shines from both men’s eyes. Guilt tightens my chest. I should’ve hidden my emotions better, but I haven’t been that close to a meltdown in over a year. 

Their lack of sexual interest in women has helped me move past my trauma over the years while their kindness has earned them a rare spot on my very short list of friends. 

Carlos offers me more tissues. 

Liam crosses his arms over his muscular chest and glares at Carlos. 

“Why are you carrying two tissue packets?” he demands. 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Mr. Brunswick,” Carlos snarks. 

“You clearly pulled tissues out of your other pocket earlier,” Liam accuses. 

“We’re at a wedding, Liam. I’d be a fool to not have extra tissues. What if my stoic lover actually breaks character outside of the bedroom?” 

I blush at Carlos’ open flirting and avert my gaze toward the wall as I wipe the rest of the dog slobber off my neck. 

Liam clears his throat and nudges Carlos with his elbow before turning to me. 

“I’m sorry we’ve put you in such an uncomfortable situation,” he says. 

I shake my head and ball the used tissues in my fist. 

“Don’t apologize. It’s just my luck today, unfortunately,” I say with a shrug. 

Both of their gazes narrow on my face. Emotions squeeze my insides. Even though I know they’re gay and aren’t sexually interested in me, their masculine attention is too much. 

“What happened?” Carlos asks. 

I shake my head and pat his arm. 

“Nothing I can’t handle,” I lie. “I need to go check on the bridesmaids and wash up before we line up for the ceremony, so excuse me, please.” 

“Of course,” Mr. Brunswick says. 

When Mr. Lopez glowers at him, I step around the couple and rush away before they can call out my lies. 

A fist closes around my upper arm and yanks me into a side hall. My attacker slams me against the wall so hard the air whooshes out of my lungs and the fancy wainscoting bruises my back. Horrible memories flash through my mind, and for a millisecond, I can’t move. 

It’s a millisecond too long. 

As years’ worth of self-defense classes click into place, I open my mouth to scream, but a massive hand covers it. 

Panic floods my veins with adrenaline, and I grab the man’s wrist with both hands as I jerk my knee upward. 

The low, masculine curse as I strike his thigh lifts the hairs on my nape. 

He releases me and steps out of reach. Relief spears through me and my legs turn to jelly, but I catch myself on the wall and prepare to dart back toward the main hall. 

“Long time no see, little stepsis.” 

Time splinters. 

No, this cannot be happening. 

I look up—and up—past shiny dress shoes, up long legs, over broad shoulders, and into sky-blue eyes too clear to belong on such a monster. 

Even as horror closes my throat, my soul leaps in delight and my heart quivers with want. 

Brennan Diamond. 

My ex-stepbrother. The demon who gained my trust, promised to always be there for me, then abandoned my mother and me to his cruel father. 

I haven’t seen him for thirteen years. 

It’s not long enough. Especially not after I just saw his father for the first time in ten years. 

I curl my hands into fists to hide my trembling and inch toward the main hall. 

“What, no flirty smiles or suggestive eyelash batting like you just did to the men out there? I’m hurt, Audrey,” he growls. 

“You’re not a man; you’re a monster. Get away from me,” I demand. 

He crosses his arms over his chest and studies me from head to toe. My stomach bottoms out at the hunger in his gaze. 

“No, baby doll, I don’t think I will. I’ve been looking for you for thirteen years. Now that I’ve found you, I’m going to stay very, very close,” he vows. 

My vision narrows. I can’t breathe. 

I need to get away from him. 

Far, far away. 

Now. 




Chapter 2

Brennan Diamond

You’re not a man; you’re a monster. 

Her words strike deeper than I care to admit, but the terror shining in her bright green eyes is worse. Her clenched fists and stilted breaths kill me while her trembling lips and full breasts beg me to taste and claim. 

I don’t know what lies my father fed her to make her so scared of me, but I won’t let his machinations come between us anymore. Audrey was always mine. My sweet little sister. My daring baby doll. My unexpected protector. My secret obsession. 

My father had thirteen years to turn her against me—which is five years longer than the time we had growing up together—but I don’t care how long it takes; I’ll win her back and make her mine. 

Her expression hardens and defiance replaces her fear. 

“Just leave me alone, Brennan. I don’t want you in my life,” she says. 

With impressive ease, she spins on her high heel and glides back into the main hall. 

Need pulses in my balls and my half-hard cock jerks against my trouser seams. 

She’s pure perfection. Even as her words slice deep into my soul, her sweet lemony scent fills my mouth with saliva. 

I’m still as obsessed with her as I was before, maybe even more so, except now I don’t have to hold back. 

It broke me to leave her behind thirteen years ago, but at nineteen years old, I couldn’t handle my father’s oppression anymore, and watching my beloved twelve-year-old stepsister blossom into a woman I couldn’t have was too painful. 

I’m not a hormone-crazed nineteen-year-old anymore, and she’s no longer a lanky little girl. She’s a striking goddess now. 

The age gap between us is no longer an issue. We’re both adults. She’s twenty-five and I’m thirty-two. 

We were never related by blood, and now we’re no longer bound by our parents’ marriage. 

I want her. No one and nothing will stop me from taking what should have been mine the moment she turned eighteen. 

Jealous rage colors my vision as she joins the bridal party and offers the two men from before a dazzling smile. My hackles rise at her audacity as she flirts with them knowing I’m only a few feet away, watching and lurking in the side hall like a creep. 

I push my glasses higher on the bridge of my nose and adjust my suit before stalking toward them, but the wedding planner calls out and venue staff begin ushering attendees to the chapel. 

Audrey glances at me as I pass her. With promises gleaming from my eyes, I hold her gaze until I turn out of sight. 

I scan the crowd as I stride down the side aisle to my section near the front of the groom’s pews. Ice solidifies my veins as I meet my father’s eyes over his wife’s head, but I turn my gaze away and dismiss him as though I’ve never seen him before. 

When I severed ties thirteen years ago, I vowed to never acknowledge him again. Only one person could ever make me break that vow, but I haven’t seen or heard of Audrey interacting with him since he began his political campaign for mayor of New York City over eight years ago with a new wife in tow. 

Most attendees have deep pockets and strong ties to each other. I recognize everyone in the first ten rows on both sides of the aisle. 

With polite nods and brief handshakes, I greet the men on either side of me and settle on the pew. Edgar Williams, the interim CEO of a company I almost bought a few weeks ago but didn’t because it had too many internal issues and not enough potential, checks his watch before twisting toward me and propping his elbow on the back of his seat to watch the back of the church. 

The man on his other side nudges him with his shoulder and smirks. 

“Man, your secretary has you whipped, doesn’t she?” he laughs. 

“I love it when they play hard to get. I haven’t had this much fun since that bitch in college,” Edgar says. 

Disgust adds fuel to my frustration, but I grit my teeth and ignore them as best I can. 

“Didn’t your wife just have a baby?” the other guy asks. 

“Yeah, the broad popped out a girl two days ago. Thank God I’ll have a few months before I gotta try to knock her up again. She’s like a dead fish—” 

The first notes from the organ vibrate through the chapel. Edgar doesn’t notice my side glare as he cranes his neck toward the back. 

I hate men like Edgar Williams. He’s too much like my father: a chauvinistic asshole who thinks it’s his right to prey on the weak. Edgar became the interim CEO through textbook nepotism. If his father wasn’t forced to step down for medical reasons, the arrogant idiot wouldn’t have the chance to hold power. 

The back doors open, and everyone turns to watch the procession. My pew mates have the decency to keep their voices down as the officiant, groom, and paired groomsmen and bridesmaids walk down the aisle, but Edgar’s pal breaks my reprieve when the best man and maid of honor appear in the doorframe. 

“Isn’t that the jerk who cockblocked you last week at the conference?” he asks. 

Audrey and the taller man she was flirting with begin their slow march down the aisle. 

My vision narrows on my baby doll. She’s gorgeous. Her red curls blaze in the light, highlighting her bright green eyes and pale, freckled face. I long to kiss her full, red lips and worship her slim curves. My hands itch to pull her close and hold her against me. 

Red colors my periphery as I note her arm woven within the man’s. Her delicate fingers rest on his forearm. 

“Yeah. If he wasn’t Matteo’s right-hand man, I’d have taken care of him already,” Edgar says. 

I bite back an animalistic growl as fury roars through me. 

She’s clinging to Liam Brunswick. Matteo Ricco’s legendary personal assistant. A man I’ve heard a lot about but never met in person. 

Edgar doesn’t have the power to touch Liam. 

But I do. 

I’ll crush him and ruin everything he holds dear for flirting with my baby doll. 

Audrey is mine. 

“He won’t always be there to interrupt. I’ll fuck her before the end of the week,” Edgar says. 

Rage boils in my veins, but I loosen my fists and breathe as Audrey and Liam approach the pulpit. I log every infraction as Liam guides her to her spot. His hand lingers on her arm too long. Her smile is too sweet. She watches him walk away with too much affection. 

“Send her my way once you’ve had your fill. I bet she’s feisty with all that red hair,” Edgar’s pal says. 

I swing eyes full of deadly promises to the mouthy asshole and enjoy his pathetic shrinking back before shifting my attention to Edgar. 

“No wonder your company has lost several investors the last few weeks. You’re a piece of shit, Edgar,” I say. 

His sputtering gains the attention of everyone nearby. I meet Liam’s stoic eyes and pour my fury into my glare. When he doesn’t back down, I lift a brow in challenge. 

The organ changes songs. I rise with the rest of the congregation but hold Liam’s stare until he turns his attention to the end of the aisle. 

I lock stares with my little stepsis. 

Audrey’s wide, startled eyes fill my vision. The slender column of her throat shifts as she swallows. Her knuckles turn white around her bouquet. When I realize she’s afraid because of me, shame dampens my anger, but the bride squeaks and a bundle of flowers streaks across my periphery. 

Audrey catches them with catlike reflexes, somehow without dropping her own bouquet, and stares down at the mass of flowers as though in disbelief. When she lifts her gaze, vulnerability shines from her shocked green orbs. 

Wicked delight spears through me. I give the flowers a suggestive glance and smirk as I relish her reaction. 

Hurt and betrayal flash through her eyes before she turns away and offers the bride her bouquet, but the woman refuses to take them back. 

Left with both bundles, Audrey avoids my eyes throughout the entire ceremony. My aggravation fades to amusement as my perfect little baby doll plays the part of maid of honor to perfection. She fools everyone in the congregation except for me. I see through her whimsical smile to the growing mix of panic and fury hidden underneath. 

When Matteo kisses his new bride, I capture Audrey’s attention by leaning forward, propping an elbow on my knee, and sliding my glasses higher on my nose. The unexpected softness in her gaze from watching her friend tie the knot nearly undoes me. No matter how tough of an exterior she portrays, she’s still the love-starved little girl I knew in my youth. 

I won’t leave her behind again. 

She’s mine. All mine. 

She yanks her gaze away and cheers as the newlyweds rush down the aisle. I grit my teeth in annoyance as the wedding procession follows them out, then send Edgar and his idiot sidekick—who’ve remained blessedly silent—a warning glare before nearly grinding my teeth to ashes as I shuffle out with the crowd. 

After weaving through the masses and leaning against the last pillar in the covered archway between the church and the street, I wait with growing impatience as venue staff hand out packets of uncooked rice and line everyone up along the edge of the walkway. 

Audrey, Liam, and the other man trying to poach my woman take their place beside the limo. I push off the pillar and absently accept a bag of rice from a passing waiter. 

A cool breeze ruffles my hair. Audrey’s luscious red locks tease along her back as she smiles at Liam. 

A fist closes around my heart. 

She once only looked at me with such trust. I move closer to her through the crowd, but a feminine hand slips onto my arm. Taloned fingers dig into my sleeve. I know who it is before I even look. Only one woman has the audacity to grab me. 

Marilyn Swanson, heiress to New York City’s largest corporation and therefor the most sought after bachelorette, presses her augmented breasts against my arm and bats her fake lashes at me. 

“Pookie, I’ve been looking everywhere for you. Why didn’t you sit with me during the ceremony?” 

Her painted lips pull downward in an exaggerated pout. I slide my arm out from hers despite the mini daggers glued onto the ends of her fingers. 

“I’ve told you before, Ms. Swanson, I’m not interested,” I say. 

When she grabs my arm again and simpers as she shakes her head, her blonde extensions brush against my shoulder. 

“You know I love it when you’re mean to me, but don’t take it too far. Don’t you think the bride’s dress was a little understated? When we get married—” 

The crowd cheers as the newlyweds emerge from the church. Rice flies through the air and skitters across the walkway. 

I meet Audrey’s bright green eyes and enjoy the emotions flitting through her expression as she studies the leech on my arm before she catches herself and dons a haughty mask. With a dismissive frown, she turns away and joins the celebration. 

I extract my arm from Marilyn’s cloying grip and push through the crowd before she latches on again. When she huffs and stomps off, I smirk and open my packet of rice. 

After tossing a few handfuls and congratulating the newly married couple from afar, I move back toward the pillar and lie in wait as Audrey hugs the bride and gives Matteo’s arm a gentle, playful punch. 

My heart lurches in my chest even though his smile comes and goes faster than the time it takes to blink. 

The couple says farewell to their friends and family before Matteo helps his bride into the car. 

Everyone waves as the car drives off. Several ladies cry. A few gentlemen offer them tissues. Children throw rice in each other’s faces and scream as they weave through the crowd. The crisp autumn wind cools my face even as the sun streams down on my head. 

People meander back into the church. 

Audrey gives the two men she’s been flirting with all day a little wave before turning toward the parking lot. 

I catch her by the crook of her elbow, swing her back against the pillar, and press my front against hers. 

With the marble blocking us from most of the crowd, I cover her mouth with my hand and tilt her head back to enjoy her expressive eyes. 

When she no longer looks ready to scream the city down, I remove my hand from her mouth and tuck her hair behind her ear. 

“Are you jealous, baby doll?” Murder shines from her green eyes. I lean down and whisper in her ear. “Don’t be. I’m all yours.” She shivers and pushes against my chest. I nip her ear and enjoy her sharp breath against the side of my face. “And you’re mine, Audrey.” 

Without warning, she twists and ducks out from between me and the pillar. I chuckle and push my glasses higher on my nose. Hunger and hatred war in her eyes as she tracks the movement. When a child screeches a few feet away, she straightens her shoulders and glares at me. 

“I’m not your baby doll. You can’t own me, Brennan. I’m a human being living a full and happy life without you.” My stomach clenches at the vehemence in her voice even as misery and fear shine from her depths. “Leave me alone,” she demands. 

I tsk and cross my arms over my chest before leaning in to whisper near her temple. 

“You can run, but you can’t hide, baby doll. I’ve found you and I’m not letting go,” I vow. 

When I lean back and study her face, her blank expression inspires the first twinge of fear in my soul. She lifts tortured eyes up at me and stares. 

Without a word, she slips away and weaves through the crowd with her head down. 

I hurt her. I don’t know what I did to trigger the hopelessness in her eyes, but she runs away from me as quickly as she can. 

I’ll make it right. I don’t care what it takes; I’ll do anything to ensure my delicate little stepsister runs to me for safety like she did when we were kids. I’ll protect her. Cherish her. Worship her. 

After I punish her for teasing me. 

I’ll infiltrate her life and win her heart back. 

I pull my cell out of my pocket and send several texts as I stroll away from the church. 

Now that I know she’s in New York City, I won’t hold back. My father can’t hide her from me anymore. 

There’s no escape for her. 

Audrey Tripp is mine. 

Only mine. 

 




Chapter 3

Audrey Tripp

The warring scents of disinfectant and decay invade my sinuses, adding another layer to my misery, but I push through the discomfort and walk deeper into the building. Although older, smaller, and further from the city than my mother’s current facility, it’s the best of all the ones I’ve looked at today. 

It’s also more expensive, but I’ll make it work. Somehow. 

If I had more time, I could look for something cheaper and closer, but my ex-stepfather’s threat pounds through my cotton-packed skull. I spent a sleepless, worry-filled night curled up in the corner of my bed with my tablet in my lap and my blanket over my head. 
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