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CHAPTER 1
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HE SWALLOWED HIS RESENTMENT for the millionth time and tried to act appreciative of his acceptance into the family. He wasn’t a fool. A fool would tell them what he really thought of their efforts. They hadn’t needed him to date, so why start now? But as soon as he opened his mouth, either his brother, Atlas, or his sister, Pepper, would cut him off financially. Not that they weren’t already doing so, and thus, removing his manhood an inch at a time. Come spring, he’d be neutered.

He was an animal bound with ropes, one to hold each limb immobile and another tight around his neck. Not a day went by that the noose didn’t make its presence known, and one of these days ...

“Chaz, dear. Come pose with your mother.”

He smiled, forced, his thoughts fading, and tugged at his coat sleeves. Strolling across the patio toward where she stood, he met his brother’s gaze. They looked alike. There was no denying the relation. But there, in his mind, the comparison stopped. Atlas held his money out like a microphone, its presence always there to amplify his voice. His every cough and wheeze must be heard. 

Whereas his own was muted. His one attempt to speak out, an admittedly careless attempt to milk his parents for cash, had ended in abject failure.

“Smile, dear. You look sour.”

His second attempt at smiling resulted in the flash in his eyes. Blinking back a sea of swirling dots, he spotted his brother’s studious gaze and what humor he had fled in an instant.

“Okay, one of Chaz alone ... Walk forward and turn sideways.”

His mom’s constant instructions also got on his nerves. Though he’d known her his entire life, she hadn’t raised him. If anything, he was closest to his dad, Anson Dupree, and living with him again was the one and only good thing that had come out of this.

“Chin up.” His mom motioned toward the sky with her palm.

Chaz obeyed.

“Very nice. So handsome. I believe Atlas wants you to sit with him during the reporter’s interview.”

Sit with, but don’t speak. He’d already been warned. One ounce of sarcasm out of his mouth and chop-chop again. Back to his analogy of the bound animal. That was him, his every breath stifled. One of these days ...

“I am a robot,” he said at Atlas’s approach. “Tell me where to stand, when I can eat, and if I can piss.”

His brother frowned. “You don’t have to be a trial to everyone.”

“My apology,” Chaz replied. “Our mother looks lovely today. Don’t you think?”

Atlas accepted that remark with his trademark aplomb, though Chaz noted a certain amount of tension in his brother’s stance. For that matter, he’d been keyed up all morning.

“I haven’t seen Meghan,” Chaz remarked. Meghan Bellamy, his brother’s wife, was sweet, to the point of being cloying. But he didn’t wish ill on her. She held his previously wicked brother in check.

“She didn’t feel well, and you are not to share that with anyone.”

Why would he? Though, he was surprised Atlas had told him, and thinking on it ... Was his wife’s malaise responsible for how wound up he seemed?

They entered the Bellamy mansion and aimed down the long corridor, past the familiar line of family portraits, eventually, entering the library. It was a grand room in the style you’d expect – dark polished woods, rare gold-leaf tomes on floor-to-ceiling shelves, a maroon leather furniture set facing windows looking out over the famous Bellamy gardens.

The reporter, a thin man with wire-framed glasses, hopped to his feet and stepped forward, offering his hand. He shook Atlas’s, then offered it to Chaz. Chaz, after some reluctance, took hold and wished to cleanse himself afterward, the reporter’s palm being cold and damp.

“Mr. Bellamy,” he said. “Thank you for seeing me. I understand you wish to make a statement, but if I might, I have a few questions.” He didn’t wait to see if Atlas was willing at all, but scampered in reverse and snatched up a notebook. He flipped several pages, pausing on one. “Catherine Delaney-Fisk has made several accusations against you in the last few days, namely, that you are the father of her little boy. What’s your response to that? And do you find the timing of the accusation ironic?”

He’d only seen Atlas truly angry a couple times, once, when they met, specifically at him. The other had been, as this was, at the pariah that followed him around. That this reporter would bring up such a delicate topic during an invited meeting was unthinkable, and his brother responded accordingly. His eyes dark, his face shaded red, Atlas gave a garbled cough.

Chaz, for a reason unknown to himself, came to his defense. “We are here to talk about me or would you rather be escorted out?”

The reporter opened and closed his mouth.

“Oh, you didn’t think I was capable of talking. That, my dear fellow, is a common misconception. The new son of the Bellamy family is a decoration sewn onto their sleeve. He barks when they encourage it, but otherwise ...” Chaz shrugged.

“I didn’t say that,” the reporter replied, at last. “I’m only ...”

“Asking what isn’t your business to know. Catherine Delaney-Fisk is my brother’s biggest thorn. If you paid attention to the same news you’ve been pedaling, you’d know she only married Zane Fisk to spend his money. I believe last month alone, she purchased a condo in Miami Beach, a sports car worth six figures, and there was that much-publicized shopping trip to New York. And Zane is how old? Thirty years her senior?” Chaz paused, pursing his lips. “Again, I’ve surprised you. I have a brain. I read things. Write this down ...” He nodded toward the reporter’s pad and waited until the man had lifted his pen to speak again. “Chaz Bellamy Dupree had nothing to do growing up but read about his infamous brother’s exploits and has developed a searingly bad habit of retaining most of the entertainment news.”

He noted Atlas’s amusement in the corner of his eye. His fingers knitted over one knee, he appeared willing to let Chaz steal the show. The idea of pleasing his brother bothered him, but Chaz shook off his dislike in favor of having his say, for once.

“That boy,” he said, referring back to Catherine, “probably belongs to one of the other half-dozen men she trolls around with. There is this thing today called DNA that will clear the issue up.”

“Along that line,” the reporter stared at Atlas again, “would you be willing to submit to a test?”

Chaz cleared his throat. When the reporter didn’t switch his gaze, he reached down, captured the fellow’s pen and turned the notepad over. He scribbled on it and signed his name, then handed it back. The reporter glanced at him, at last, taking hold of the book and bringing it closer.

“This is irregular,” he said.

“There’s your statement, and I’ve signed it. Now, my brother and I have other important wealthy-people type things to do. Get out.”

The reporter stared at him, taken aback. Anger flashed through Chaz, but, as was his habit, he spoke amazingly calm. “Go on.”

Scrambling, crab-like, for the door, the man fled. Chaz stood in place, unmoving, and eventually, Atlas stood.

“What did you write?” he asked. He made no remark on the interview or his behavior.

Chaz drew in a breath. “What you told me to say. ‘I am a Bellamy and a Dupree.’”

Atlas’s lips curved. “Thank you for intervening.”

“I’d say, ‘you’re welcome,’ but kindness is unlike me.”

“Quite,” Atlas replied.
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MARTINA SPELDING RETURNED her brother’s peevish gaze with what she hoped was an apology. And some form of confidence. Yet, tripping on the curb and diving into his six-figure automobile didn’t help her pull that off. She landed awkward, at a diagonal, but pretended she hadn’t. 

He stowed her luggage in his trunk and climbed behind the wheel.

“Robin texted you were coming,” she said. And she wished it was Robin picking her up. Or Robin’s girlfriend, her old schoolmate, Parker Rousch. Almost anyone else would have worked, as long as it wasn’t Bryon. He didn’t like her because she was a living reminder of their dad’s adulterous affair, and probably the reason behind a lot of arguments at home.

Yet, Robin had moved past it. Why couldn’t he? 

“He had a business meeting in Miami,” Bryon replied. “He won’t be back for a while. He took Parker with him because they’re inseparable.”

That was surprising. She’d liked Parker when they’d attended college together. They hadn’t exactly been best friends, but had seen each other enough to have lunch and go to the movies. Parker had always been a celebrity chaser. The fact she’d snagged one and that it was her brother made it that much weirder.

“How is Saul?”

Saul, Bryon’s surprise son. Not a surprise to him, but to everyone else, since he’d kept him a secret for the first five years of his life. 

Bryon showed the first sign of any softness. “He’s great. He started kindergarten, can’t stop talking about school.”

“And Pepper? I can’t wait to meet her.”

There was the cloud again. She sealed her lips. Awkward silence was better than Bryon in a bad mood. Several miles down the road, however, he spoke, even more strained than he had been. “Since I’m playing chauffer today, I have to go by and pick up Pepper’s brother.”

“Okay.”

She thought he’d give her more than that, but he didn’t, and she wished her life hadn’t taken such a downward turn. Both of her brothers were billionaires, super-successful and moving in the upper echelon of society. Genetics hadn’t helped her, though. Nor landing a position at the law firm, Kole & Eckley.

Thinking of the excitement she’d had on her first day there, what she saw of herself in hindsight was mostly stupidity. She’d thought her brains, poise, and determination would bring her the advancement given to no other woman they employed. It soon became clear that skirts were only there for chasing and no amount of banging herself against the proverbial glass ceiling would launch her into the old boys’ club. 

Even then, she could have quit and gotten a job somewhere else, except for the part of the story she hadn’t told anyone. She’d asked to come and work for Robin. He, most likely, suspected something behind the request. He also had the wherewithal to find out the truth. She could only hope he’d do it discreetly and not announce it to everyone. That seemed unlike him anyhow.

“Where’s this?” she asked, struck hard by the palatial mansion at the end of the lane. Hidden behind manicured gardens, it appeared to hold up the sky. Sprawling several acres, its thick walls and ornate architecture breathed money.

“Belongs to Atlas Bellamy,” Bryon said. “You can sit in the car or follow behind. Makes no matter to me, but I have no idea how long this’ll take.” He drove around a semicircular drive and parked at the base of a set of wide, grand steps.

Martina exited, but had to dash to catch up. No way was she going to be left in the car when she could see what’s inside the place. Craning her neck backward, she gazed up, the afternoon sun reflecting, gold, off finely-crafted plaster, giving the already-impressive building an almost royal appearance.

The doorbell pealed, and she leveled her face just in time to meet that of a man, she assumed to be the butler. He had the expected uniform and a fitting distinguished manner. The tone of his voice was low and long as well. “May I help you, sir?”

“Bryon Spelding here to pick up Chaz Dupree.”

“Of course. This way, sir.” The butler reversed into a large marble-tiled foyer. A hallway ran perpendicular, both left and right. The butler turned, taking even paces a short distance to an open doorway of what was properly a library. “Mr. Bellamy, Mr. Spelding here for Mr. Dupree.”

“Thank you, Powell.”

The voice belonged to a striking man in his mid-thirties. Striking in looks. Hang a photo of him in his current suit, silk tie, pressed shirt, and she could stare for hours, or she imagined him wearing workout clothes, as he appeared to be in very good shape. And striking in manner, as well.

He stepped forward, a smile on his lips. “Mr. Spelding ...” He extended his hand. “It’s good to see you again.”

Bryon dipped his chin and took the man’s hand. “And you.”

Atlas glanced toward her, and Bryon seemed to realize she was there. “This is my sister ...” he said, almost carelessly. “Martina.”

Atlas didn’t act like he noticed her brother’s snap. “Atlas Bellamy,” he replied. Taking her hand, he bowed and lifted it to his lips.

She resisted the urge to giggle. Honestly, she would not look weak before a man ever again, even one as mind-blowing as this one. “It’s good to meet you,” she replied. She hoped that was the right response.

He flashed her an even brighter smile, and she had to bite her lip to stop any sound from falling out. In that instant, she spotted the younger man behind him. He was a virtual duplicate, except for the scowl he wore, one remarkably like Bryon’s. Whatever fruit they’d eaten for breakfast came from the same rotten tree.

Atlas straightened and shuffled the briefest distance backward. “My brother, Chaz,” he said to her. His next remark seemed to be toward Bryon. “Thank you for picking him up. I would have brought him home, but have to meet Calix over an issue with our second ship.”

Her brother nodded. “I was told to come.” The inference of that was clear, and she wasn’t the only one to notice. Whatever Chaz thought of it, he didn’t say, though. For that matter, he hadn’t quit staring at her since they’d been introduced.

He stepped forward, halting only a couple feet away, and the thickness in the atmosphere curled around her throat. Was she the only one that felt it? She wanted to look and see, but couldn’t seem to drag her gaze away. 

Blinking, she tried to refocus and, instead, caught eyes with Atlas again. One thing both had in common, she decided ... intimidation. Although, Atlas’s was far more palatable.

“We should go,” Bryon said.

“Thanks again.” Atlas spoke, as before, impeccably polite.

Turning in place, the weight of Chaz’s stare shifted to her back. Martina shivered. Though she couldn’t see his face, she knew he was there and hated to guess what he might be thinking. “I’ll sit in the back,” she announced, arriving at her brother’s car. 

Not waiting for a response, she climbed in. 

In the back, where both of them would be in front of her, and any unhappiness in a visible direction. She’d be relieved to be free of both.
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CHAZ SET HIS DISPLEASURE aside in favor of sneaking a glance at Martina Spelding. He registered her unhappiness with it, as well as a great deal of worry. Neither one took away from her beauty. 

Silky black hair draped over her shoulders, the sheen of it begging a touch. Even more, asking him to bury his face in it. She had the most perfect mouth, bow-shaped and full. Even her eyes were delectable, brown, but not brown. Amber in some lights, green in others. 

She frowned, and he faced forward. “I didn’t know you had a sister.” Bryon was not his favorite person, but like everyone else in his new world, he’d learned to tolerate him and speak when it was needed.

“I have a sister.”

There was definite tension there, and Chaz wanted to know why. He decided to wait and ask Pepper later. She’d be far more forthcoming. “I have a brother.” He didn’t mean his annoyance with Atlas to leak out, but knew it had.

Bryon cast him a displeased glance. “He has done his best for you in light of all that’s happened.”

Chaz was of the opinion most of what Atlas had done was to protect himself and the Bellamy name. Once more, he didn’t say so. Nor did he listen to the voice in his head reminding him it wasn’t his brother’s fault that he existed. It was so much easier to be angry. 

Chaz fell silent and let his bad mood seep into the atmosphere, uncaring how uncomfortable things became. He was relieved to see the entrance to his building, just the same, and exited with no intent on looking back. The ring of Bryon’s phone and his continuing thoughts on Martina brought him to a halt. 
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