

[image: Cover]











24 Hours of Trouble




Elise Noble













Published by Undercover Publishing Limited

Copyright © 2017 Elise Noble

v6

ISBN: 978-1-910954-34-8




This book is a work of fiction. Names and characters are the product of the author’s imagination and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.




All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the author.

Cover designed by Abigail Sins

Edited by Amanda Ann Larson




www.undercover-publishing.com




www.elise-noble.com













For Ollie and Trev.


























CHAPTER 1

I KNEW SOMETHING was wrong the instant I opened the door to our hotel suite. The air crackled with energy, the kind that shouldn’t have been there if Antonio was on his own. A faint giggle drifted from the direction of our bedroom.

As I tiptoed through the lounge, resplendent in plush velvet and bawdy gold fittings, I felt as though even the furniture was mocking me. Because every throw pillow, every polished candlestick, and every hand-carved table belonged there, while I didn’t. They’d been designed for a luxurious lifestyle, whereas I was just an impostor.

The closer I crept to the closed door, the louder the sounds got. A man’s voice instructed, “Raise your hips,” followed by a feminine sigh.

I hesitated with my hand on the doorknob. Did I really want to know what was going on inside?

The answer was no, but all the same, I felt compelled to look. I couldn’t back away. In my heart, I knew Antonio had a woman in there, but a part of me, the part that had once fallen in love with the sly son of a bitch, tried to convince myself he could be watching pay-per-view television.

I twisted my hand, and the door swung open on silent hinges. A busty brunette lay on our bed, legs spread, hair flowing over my pillow as her eyes screwed up in ecstasy. She clutched at the thousand-thread-count sheets while Antonio pounded into her like a jackhammer on acid and attacked her neck in the manner of a rabid goat.

Her eyes popped open, and her expression of delight turned to sheer horror when she saw me standing there, arms folded.

She tapped Antonio furiously on the back. “Mon cheri, il y a une femme!”

He lazily swivelled his head until his gaze met mine. He didn’t speak. He didn’t need to because his eyes said it all: What are you going to do about it?

Good question. I had no idea.

When I didn’t speak, he turned back to her and finished. He bloody finished. There was no mistaking the harsh grunt he always gave as he came. The woman, whoever she was (Party girl? Stripper? Prostitute?) tried to get up, but he put his hands on her shoulders and pinned her down. Just because he could.

Her eyes widened in fear as she turned back to me. In an odd way, I felt sorry for her. When she met him, she, like I, couldn’t have realised what a monster he was. My eyes may have been green, but I didn’t feel a shred of jealousy.

Rather than focusing on his naked backside, I concentrated on the trivialities. Had he mentioned me to her? I was betting not. My make-up was missing from the dressing table, and he’d even closed my suitcase and shoved it up against the wall. No, I didn’t exist.

Satisfied with his performance, Antonio rolled to the side, dripping with sweat and bodily fluids. Vomit swirled in my throat. The girl tried to rise again, but he pushed her back to the mattress and knelt in front of her. With two fingers, he peeled off the now-limp condom, dropped it on the floor then thrust his hips forwards.

“Clean it.”

She licked her lips nervously, and her eyes met mine in a cry for help.

But with Antonio, there was nothing I could do. Nothing but look away and allow her to preserve some shred of dignity. Time stopped, then I heard the squeak of the bedsprings as she scrambled away from him. A few seconds later, she shot past me through the open door, clutching her clothes.

I turned to face my boyfriend. I might have loved him once, but that feeling had ridden away on the breeze of the second summer we spent together. All my heart held now was hatred. A hatred that threatened to consume me if I let it.

So I turned it to ice.

He looked me up and down, his gaze condescending. His eyes stopped at my chest, and I knew he was comparing me to her and finding me lacking. Chicken fillets, push-up bras, even wadded up tissue—I’d tried it all to avoid his taunts, but none of it worked.

Finally, he stood up and stalked towards me.

“I wasn’t expecting you back. I told you I’d pick you up when I was ready.”

I braced myself, waiting for the sting of his palm on my cheek. Tempting though it was, I didn’t shut my eyes. Like all the other times, he’d only make me open them again.

“I’m sorry. One of the other teams offered me a lift.”

Antonio stood close, toe-to-toe with me, but the slap never came. “Next time, you should get back earlier. You can join in.”

Bile rose in my throat. Surely, he couldn’t be serious?

Mind you, I’d thought that when he suggested bringing my riding crop into the bedroom, but I’d ended up wearing the welts from it for weeks afterwards.

He stepped back and looked at his watch. “I’d take you now, while the bed’s still warm, but we’ll be late for lunch. I know how long it takes you to get ready.”

Just had to get that one last barb in, didn’t he? The asshole sauntered off to his bathroom and slammed the door, leaving me standing in the bedroom, barely able to process what had just happened.

Was it a surprise? No, not really. In my heart of hearts, I knew he had other women. I just didn’t think he’d be so brazen as to bring one back to our bed like that. But then, he’d done so many nasty things to me over the years, what was one more?

One more on top of… I’d lost count now. My life was one long series of humiliations.

Why don’t you leave him? I hear you cry. 

Oh, if only it were that simple.

Some women daydreamed about meeting their prince and being swept off their feet. Others fantasised about hot, sweaty sex with some tattooed love-god. I dreamed of being free.

The problem was, I had nowhere to go. No home other than his palace of ice, and no family to turn to. And it wasn’t just me. I had my two four-legged best friends to worry about as well.

They were the main reason I’d stuck it out. Harley and Murphy, the two loveable oafs I’d cared for since they were foals. They lived at the di Stefano family’s country spread, and Antonio had told me over and over that if I tried to leave, he’d have them shot. And once he’d disposed of the bodies, he’d find me and drag me back where I belonged, anyway.

I had no doubt that he meant every word of it.

Back in England, living in our elegant home on the estate with the staff around, he toned his actions down so he didn’t come across as a complete bastard. Life was bearable—just. And while Antonio and his father came out of the same mould, his mother wasn’t too bad, and his teenage sister was a sweetheart. It was when we headed out on the road that my significant other became utterly unbearable. 

But for the horses’ sake, I sucked it up, and every day I died a little more inside.

In public, I was Amelia Stanbrook, one of show jumping’s global success stories and girlfriend to a successful businessman. At functions, we certainly looked the part. Antonio charmed the world in his made-to-measure suits, his brown eyes twinkling. Women worshipped him. With dark hair, perfect teeth, and a chiselled jaw, he only had to flash his adorably crooked smile at them and they were ready to drop their knickers, as he’d just proven.

Once, I’d been one of them.

I had no idea why he chose me over the bevvy of beauties he left in his wake. Maybe he sensed my weakness? Whatever the reason, I’d cursed his decision every waking hour for years.

With the fancy grandfather clock ticking in the background, I rifled through the wardrobe for something suitable to wear. Elegant. Classy. Demure yet sexy. I picked out a knee-length black cocktail dress and held it up in front of me. The girl in the mirror looked pale and gaunt, and the dress was perfect for a funeral. Appropriate, as lunch would be about as enjoyable as a wake.

In my own bathroom, I found my make-up case where Antonio had tossed it into the sink and used Yves Saint Laurent’s finest to add colour to my cheeks. I’d become an expert at that over the years. My dark red hair was flat from being under a riding hat, so I spritzed it with water and reached for the curling tongs to give it a bit of volume. I’d just finished pinning the last strands into place when Antonio knocked on the door.

He only gave a light rap with his knuckles, but I jumped all the same.

“Are you ready? The car’s outside.”

I pulled my shoulders back and stood up straight. Antonio always lectured me about my posture. “I just need to get my shoes.”

He was waiting there when I scurried out, tapping his watch. “Well, hurry up. Tick tock.”

I dug a pair of kitten heels out of my suitcase. Antonio was only two inches taller than me and had a complex about his height, which meant no shoes that put my head above his. Up-dos were out too, as was standing on a slope above him.

We’d almost reached the door when his hand closed around my wrist. Close, so close. I turned, swallowing the lump in my throat, and found him staring at my ass.

“I’ve changed my mind,” he said, reaching for his zipper.

[image: Image]

Today’s lunch was a publicity event for riders on show jumping’s European Championship Tour, a series of glitzy competitions taking place from Spain to Bulgaria to Ireland and another twelve cities in between. As my boyfriend and sponsor, Antonio was attending with me. I was expected to be on my best behaviour, and I couldn’t even hide quietly in a corner because he’d invited a group of his clients along as well. Wonderful. His family’s import and export business traded all over Europe, and as he never stopped reminding me, paid for my “bloody nags.” He was the main face of the company while his father ran the di Stefano’s property portfolio plus the hotel and casino in London.

I stared out of the limousine’s tinted window while Antonio talked on the phone, something about shipments and merchandise. The sky had clouded over to match my mood, casting a grey pallor over La Croisette as we drove through Cannes.

My most recent penthouse suite hell played in my mind over and over on repeat. I’d always known Antonio had no respect for me, but now he was rubbing my face in it. I kept seeing that girl’s expression, the way her rapture turned to fear. Still, I envied her. She’d got away.

Then afterwards... Afterwards. He hadn’t even let me clean up. His mess dribbled down my inner thigh as I tried not to squirm on the leather seat, leaving me as disgusted with myself as I was with him. How had I let myself get into this situation?

All too soon, the car drew to a smooth halt outside the Marriott hotel. Photographers lined the red carpet, and Antonio put on his public persona for the world.

Hidden was the demon lurking within as he opened my door, smiling sweetly at me. Once upon a time, when he gave me that look, my heart had melted. Now, it was frozen solid. With my fans and the media watching, I had little choice but to link my arm through his when he offered his elbow, the same elbow he’d used to pin me against the wall less than an hour before. Thank goodness for the flimsy layer of material that kept his flesh from touching me.

“Smile for the cameras,” he murmured.

I plastered on a practised grin and faced the press. Could they see through me? Did they know how broken I was inside?

“Are you looking forward to the competition, Amelia?” someone shouted.

I turned in the direction of their voice. “Of course. Riding two horses in one of the most prestigious events on the show jumping calendar is a dream come true for anyone.”

“What do you think your chances are?”

What did I think? Well, Harley would try her heart out, just like her full name: Harlequin’s Heart. Murphy, well, he was another story. On a good day, he was unbeatable. On a bad day? Well, I might as well go around on foot.

“My chances are as good as anyone’s, but the competition will be tough. Some of the best riders in the world are here.”

“They haven’t all had your form over the last few months, though.”

“I’ve been lucky.”

“I’ll say,” a female reporter piped up. “You’ve got one hell of a hot man on your arm.”

If only she knew. 

Beside me, Antonio preened in the spotlight. “Today is Amelia’s day. I’m just here to support her.”

The reporter practically swooned as Antonio bathed her in his aura.

How looks could be deceiving. I’d once thought Antonio was my dream man. I’d been nineteen when we met, scrimping and saving every penny to pay for my show entry fees and working every job I could find to pay for my horses’ keep.

Antonio had offered me every budding show jumper’s dream: sponsorship. Only I soon found I’d sold my soul to Satan. Years ago, my costs had far outweighed my winnings, but now I was bringing in the prize money, every penny went into Antonio’s pocket. He said I owed him. My bank balance was a big, fat zero, leaving me and my horses totally dependent on a man who made my skin crawl.

The photographers turned to the next rider to arrive, and Antonio gave me a tug, snapping me out of my thoughts. I narrowly avoided stumbling and followed him inside.

The hotel ballroom was a spectacle of overstated elegance. Gilt fittings sparkled so brightly my eyes hurt, and a blurred reflection of my face stared back at me from the polished wooden floor. And the ceiling… Flipping heck—the artist who’d done the ceiling could have given Michelangelo a run for his money.

It seemed like every rider on the tour had turned up to the event, which hardly surprised me. Most of the horsey set grabbed any chance to dress up. There was nothing glamorous about mucking out, and we spent so long in jodhpurs, our legs rarely saw the light of day. Fake tan was definitely in order, even in the South of France.

In the days when I was single, I’d shared their enthusiasm. Those had been happier times, when I’d giggled with my flatmate, Holly, as we sorted out each other’s hair and make-up before heading off in eBay’s finest to whichever party had free booze. The fun had lasted until one fateful evening at the local polo club when Antonio arrived to present the trophy to the winning team.

Six years on, I barely saw Holly anymore. According to Antonio, she was badly bred and talked too much, leaving our friendship reduced to the odd coffee and a few snatched phone calls. Yet another thing I missed about my pre-Antonio days.

More than once as I lay awake at night, I’d wondered if I’d ever again get the opportunity for real friendship. Back then, I’d never appreciated the importance of an impromptu movie night or a late-night run to pick up fish and chips. Funny how the small things mattered so much more when I was no longer able to do them.

Sure, there were other riders on the tour, and we did talk, but Antonio saw to it that I never got the chance to form any bonds. Either he or Jerry, the thug he’d hired to drive the horsebox, constantly eavesdropped on my chats and interrupted if I discussed anything remotely personal. 

As we meandered around the party, Antonio led the conversation while I nodded politely at my competition. Every time I saw a large-chested brunette, my nerves, already so close to snapping, stretched a little tauter.

“Aren’t you going to eat anything?” Antonio asked, waving at a buffet table stacked with everything from caviar to foie gras.

“I’m not hungry.”

“Suit yourself.”

Wine was out as well, as I was competing later, so I just sipped a glass of orange juice and counted down the seconds until we could leave. 

The tour director had no such problem with alcohol. He tripped up the steps to a small dais and waved his glass as he spoke, champagne slopping over the edges. “Thank you for coming, yadda, yadda, yadda...”

I tuned him out.

I didn’t want to be there.

I didn’t want to be with Antonio.

I barely even wanted to exist anymore.


























CHAPTER 2

ANTONIO HOVERED OUTSIDE the stable door as I groomed Murphy. It was taking longer than usual because the big grey horse kept fidgeting. He hated Antonio almost as much as I did.

At least Antonio didn’t come into his box anymore, not since Murphy bit him. I’d given my four-legged friend extra carrots for that, but for weeks after, as long as Antonio’s bruise took to fade, I was terrified I’d go down to the stables and find out Murphy had been sent to the knacker’s yard.

The temporary stables, put in especially for the event, buzzed with activity. Riders hovered, chatting, and grooms ran this way and that, getting their charges ready for their moment in the limelight.

Whether at a big show or a small one, I loved that kind of atmosphere. Nervous energy crackled in the air, but the positive kind, with everyone looking forward to the upcoming spectacle.

Well, not quite everyone. Jerry wheeled my tack locker over from the lorry and dumped it between my two stables before stomping off again. Antonio seemed to have gone out of his way to get me a groom who didn’t actually groom. Jerry occasionally took the horsebox off somewhere and washed it, but he spent the rest of his time sprawled on the couch in the living quarters, watching satellite TV.

I’d often wondered why Antonio didn’t pull Jerry up on his lack of work ethic, but came to the conclusion that my beloved boyfriend got some kind of perverse pleasure in seeing me do all the work.

Not that I minded. The horses were my passion. I finished pulling a few stray hairs out of Murphy’s mane and stood back. Yes, it was straight. Both horses were clean and tidy, and I could tell by the way they paced backwards and forwards that they knew something big was coming up.

“Will you tell that nag to stop fidgeting?” 

Antonio’s voice came from outside the stable, and I sighed. He didn’t understand horses at all. 

“Murphy can’t help it. He’s just excited.” I needed to keep Antonio away from him. The more time they spent near each other, the worse Murphy’s mood got. “Why don’t we go and walk the course?”

The organisers had certainly picked a choice spot for the temporary arena, just fifty metres from La Croisette, the world-famous avenue that ran along the seafront in Cannes. We’d be doing our thing in front of the world’s super rich, who’d sip champagne and nosh on canapés as they watched from their yachts moored close by.

The freshly harrowed sand crunched under my boots as we headed in to take a look. Pristine jumps gleamed in the sun, almost as tall as me, each one artfully constructed with a French theme. Poles suspended between two miniature Eiffel towers, a scale replica of the Arc de Triomphe, and the red, white, and blue of the French flag. The twisty course offered several alternate routes, each presenting its own challenges.

At three of the jumps, I’d have the choice of cutting inside other obstacles to take a shorter approach or going the long way around. The shorter option was harder for the horses but faster, and we’d be running against the clock.

If we didn’t complete the set of jumps within a certain time frame, we’d incur penalty points, which increased with every extra second. We’d also get penalised if our horses knocked a fence down or refused to jump over one.

The twisty options always suited Murphy. The smaller of my two horses, he was made for a course like this as long as he was in the right mood. Harley would have to go the long route or she wouldn’t pick her feet up.

I ran through the course in my head as Antonio strode beside me, bestowing me with his pearls of wisdom, which drove me nuts because he’d never once sat on a horse.

“You have to go the quick route,” he said. “The Whitaker brothers will, and you don’t want to get beaten again.” He emphasised the “again,” and I gritted my teeth.

Antonio did this every time—put his two pennies worth in so if I didn’t win, and I hadn’t done things his way, he could blame it all on me. Trying to explain why I rode the way I did fell on deaf ears. Trial and error had taught me it was simply easier to suck it up after.

“Yes, Antonio.”

As we traipsed around, I couldn’t help but notice the admiring glances he got. It was a well-known fact that there were few straight men on the show jumping circuit, so Antonio got more than his share of attention from the ladies. I could hardly be seen to encourage it, but I lived in the hope that he would trade me in for a new model.

A pompous man wearing a bow tie marched into the ring waving a clipboard.

“The course is closed. Fermé. Geschlossen. Please leave the ring, people.”

As they did every time, the words set off the build-up of nerves in the pit of my stomach. Would I win? Would I take home a cup, a sash, and prize money for my darling boyfriend? Or would I come second or worse, and return to England with bruises instead?

Talk about pressure.

Murphy had his head over the door looking for me when I got back. He put his ears back when he saw Antonio to inform everyone of his distaste. Please, Murphy, don’t get all grouchy.

Jerry skulked around the corner and held out a fancy carrier bag. “The courier just turned up with the new jackets, boss.”

Antonio snatched it off him. “About bloody time. They were supposed to arrive before we left England. At least the incompetent fools managed to get them delivered in time for the competition.”

Appearances meant everything to Antonio. I cringed inwardly as his hand touched my shoulder when he helped me into the navy-blue blouson jacket, embroidered with the name of his company in four different places. Oh yes, I was so proud to represent ADS Enterprises.

I didn’t even know what the sodding company did, not really. Over the years, Antonio had made vague mentions of buying and selling things, but women in the di Stefano family were second class citizens, and the men considered business dealings far too complicated for our tiny, little brains. But whatever Antonio’s job involved, the work could hardly be taxing, could it? Because he spent most of his time tormenting me.

A couple of girls wandered past, and one of them sighed as Antonio straightened my collar. 

“Ooh, look, isn’t he a gentleman?” 

Once upon a time, I might have rolled my eyes at her comment, but I’d long since learned that any hint at sarcasm was a bad idea. Far better to stay impassive.

Around us, the other riders were starting to get ready, and I didn’t want to be late. If I cut my warm-up short, the horses wouldn’t perform well.

“I’m going to change,” I told Antonio.

“I’ll come with you.”

That was what I’d been afraid of.

In the living area of the horsebox, he watched me as I stripped off, his gaze cold and assessing.

“You’re putting on weight. You need to take more exercise.”

I weighed myself religiously every day, so I knew it was true. Three pounds had crept on, and I’d been praying Antonio wouldn’t notice. I had an awful habit of turning to food when I felt down, and too often lately, I’d reached for the chocolate.

“I’ll spend more time in the gym.”

He leaned over me, running cool fingers up my side. “I’ll give you a workout later.”

That thought made me queasier than the world-class competition I was about to jump in. Because I knew he wouldn’t give me a choice. He never did.

His eyes burned into me as I pulled on my shirt and did the buttons up as fast as I could, hands shaking as I tied my stock. My white jodhpurs, designed to fit me like a second skin, strained slightly at the seams. I’d have bought a size bigger if I were allowed.

“Have you seen the safety pins?”

He shrugged.

I rummaged around in the drawer under the sink and found a couple to attach my number to the back of my black jacket. Wonderful. Lucky thirteen. Somebody up there was having a laugh at my expense.

Finally, I pulled on my black boots, polished to a mirror sheen no thanks to Jerry, and got halfway out of the door before Antonio closed it on my foot.

“Trying to get away without your good luck kiss?” he asked, his tone mocking.

I looked at the floor. “Of course not. I’ve just got a lot on my mind.”

He tipped my chin up and pressed his lips against mine. When I didn’t immediately yield and allow him access, he bit my lip hard enough to draw blood. The metallic taste swirled around in my mouth with his tongue. I tried to show some enthusiasm, but my attempt had all the passion of a dead fish.

Finally, he pushed me away. “I’ll be expecting a bit more effort this evening, Amelia.”

I practically sprinted back to the horses, tears pricking the corners of my eyes. How was I supposed to ride properly when he got me so upset? Murphy in particular was very sensitive to my moods. When I got stressed, it transferred to him and he acted up. At least Harley was first to go. I only hoped I’d be feeling calmer by the time I had to ride the lad.

Harley, as always, did her best to cheer me up, snuffling at my hand as I tacked her up in case I’d brought any treats.

I showed her my empty palm. “I’ve got nothing, sweetie. Later, I promise.”

Antonio opened the door for us so I could lead her out, while Jerry stood in the background, chatting to a couple of the other grooms. Female, of course. Most girls tended to be blinded by his muscles and didn’t see through to his shitty personality.

“Jerry, tack Murphy up, would you?” Antonio said. “Bring him down to the warm-up ring when you’re done.”

He didn’t look happy about it, but he nodded. “Yes, boss.”

I groaned inwardly, as thrilled with that idea as Jerry. He and Murphy were not a good mix. In fact, Murphy hated him almost as much as he hated Antonio. This competition had “disaster” written all over it.

I led Harley outside, and Antonio gave me a leg up onto her. Immediately, I felt at home. Something about being on a horse soothed my soul, no matter how bad things might be. In the warm-up arena, we walked around the outside to loosen up Harley’s limbs, then I urged her into a trot. She obliged beautifully, striding around the track like a dream. The organisers had set up a pair of practice fences in the centre, a high upright and next to that an oxer, which was lower but wider.

Harley cantered up to each in turn, popping over them perfectly. I knew she would. She was a big horse, and they were well within her capabilities.

One by one, the other horses got called through into the main ring, and soon it came to our turn. Antonio came with us, leaning on the fence at the edge with a look of expectation.

A bell trilled, letting me know that I had a minute to start my round. The giant gold wristwatch began its countdown, but I wanted to get it over with as soon as possible, so I set Harley thundering towards the start line, aiming for the first fence of ten.

We cleared the Eiffel Towers and turned towards a double. Harley took it in her stride. The next fence had poles painted like baguettes, and we went the long route to get there. Across the arena, Antonio’s face clouded over as I disobeyed his instructions. A wave of panic ran through me, and I almost missed the turn after. Thankfully Harley pulled it out of the bag, and we cleared a mini Airbus fuselage.

Next up came a treble, and I had to slow Harley up a bit, otherwise her strides would have been too long to fit between the obstacles. The red, the white, then the blue flashed by beneath us.

As I was already in trouble, I steered us on the easier route again for the following jump. It was narrower than all the rest, and Harley wouldn’t get over it if I approached it at an angle. That had happened before. She’d panicked, convinced she wouldn’t fit, and demolished the whole lot.

But this time we flew over, and there were four obstacles left, the Arc de Triomphe flashed beneath us, as did a clapperboard advertising the Cannes Film Festival. A collective intake of breath came from the crowd as Harley’s hooves rattled the top of the second to last, a collection of watch faces courtesy of the event’s main sponsor.

One fence to go. I could see the finish line just beyond, and I let Harley have her head as we galloped towards it. The speed felt appropriate because it was shaped like a racing car. I’d heard a few of the other riders talking earlier—apparently one of France’s other big sporting events, the twenty-four-hour motor race at Le Mans, would be taking place in a couple of weeks.

Harley kicked up her heels as she took off. We’d gone clear!

But what was our time?

The oversized clock glinted in the sun, and I squinted at the display.

Two seconds over.

My feeling of dread returned as I looked over at Antonio. No, he wasn’t amused at all. I slowed Harley as we headed back towards the collecting ring, wanting to delay the lash of Antonio’s tongue as long as I could.

It wasn’t long enough.

“You just don’t listen,” he hissed. “I told you to take the short cuts.”

“But she can’t make those turns.”

He grabbed the reins and pulled Harley to a halt. “I’m the one paying the entry fees. I pay for the horses’ keep. You’ll damn well do as you’re told; do you hear me? On the other one, you take the quick route.”

“Okay, I will.” 

I kept my eyes cast downwards while Jerry brought Murphy over. He was dancing around at the end of the rope, agitated already.

Murphy gave me a dirty look as I hopped off Harley and swapped horses with Jerry. Antonio was talking to some other woman by that point, so I led Murphy over to the mounting block to hop on board.

No sooner had my bottom touched the saddle than he leapt into a series of bucks. Clearly, he’d read the instructions wrong and mistaken this outing for a rodeo. I clung on until he ran out of steam, ignoring the concerned looks of the other competitors who hurried to get out of our way. There was no anger from them, just sympathy. Everyone had needed to deal with a difficult horse at one point or another, and it wasn’t the first time Murphy had put on a show like that.

“Give him a wallop,” shouted Antonio.

Oh, like that would help matters. He’d probably already had a thump from Jerry, which was what put him into this mood in the first place. I spoke quietly to him instead, telling him what an idiot the two men were.

He relaxed under me, enough for me to leg him forward into a canter. He popped over the oxer, and then we were called to go into the main ring.

Would this be a miracle or a disaster?


























CHAPTER 3

I SLOWED MURPHY to a walk, and we headed for the arena. Outside, we paused as the rider before me finished her round. I recognised her—she’d only joined the tour this year, and her horse was young but a nice type. I took a quick look up at the screen. Four faults glowed yellow in the corner, and when I looked past, I glimpsed a giant baguette lying in the sand.

Her face relaxed as she slowed to walk past me. “Good luck,” she whispered.

I sure needed that.

Pasting on a smile, I legged Murphy forward, only for him to go in the opposite direction. The little sod shot backwards and nearly ran the steward over in the process.

All eyes were on me, and I could feel my cheeks colouring.

“Make that damned animal behave,” was Antonio’s gem of advice.

What did he think I was trying to do?

Murphy kept reversing, the world’s media scattering in his wake. As his backside touched the wall, he shot forward as if he’d been branded with a hot poker, and I hung on by the skin of my teeth.

Thankfully the bell rang as we galloped in, and not being brave enough to attempt a circle, I aimed Murphy at the first fence. As we got under the spotlights, his ears pricked forwards, and he switched to the bouncy canter he’d need to clear the fences. Show off.

And that was why I loved him.

At sixteen hands, he was four inches smaller than Harley, with a lighter build. We flew around the course, shortcuts included, and had eleven seconds to spare as we crossed the line.

“Wonders will never cease,” said Antonio. “I’ll hold off on sending him for dog meat until after the jump-off.”

Because at that level of competition, a jump-off was inevitable. That meant we’d have to race against the clock over a shortened course. My opponents would be all those who went clear within the time limit.

I gripped the reins as Murphy danced sideways past his nemesis and headed back to the warm-up arena. Now my job was to keep my horse settled for the final part of the competition.

That was harder than it sounded because the nearer it got to the end of the show, the closer it got to the time when Antonio would take me back to the hotel room. A cold finger of fear ran up my spine at the thought.

My fear transferred to Murphy, and Antonio looked on, his jaw clenched as Murphy jogged along with my heart matching the staccato rhythm of his hooves.

The twenty minutes I had to wait were excruciating as Antonio glowered at my every move, and when the announcer called us back to the ring, I did my best to block my darling boyfriend out. As was to be expected, they’d left the five nastiest fences in—the baguettes, the treble, the stile, the clapperboard, and the car, in that order.

“Go inside the Arc to get to the clapperboard,” Antonio told me as we walked up to the ring.

I looked at it. Even for Murphy, that turn bordered on the impossible.

“I can’t. It’s too tight. He won’t have a stride to jump from.”

“You’ll lose otherwise. And you don’t want to do that. Trust me.”

He was right. I didn’t.

Murphy and I were joined by a flock of butterflies flapping around my stomach as we cantered through the timing beam. He flew over the baguettes and the treble, giving a swish of his tail over the third part as if to say, “That was easy.”

Then I had a split second to decide whether or not to heed Antonio’s advice. Could I take the repercussions if I didn’t?

The answer was no.

I wrenched the poor horse around to the right and kicked him on hard. His ears flicked back in confusion as he attempted to work out what he was supposed to jump.

He tried, bless him. He tried so hard. I closed my eyes as he launched himself as high as he could, clearing half the wing before the whole fence crashed to the ground around us. My beautiful Murphy tripped on landing, going down on one knee as I exited stage left over his shoulder.

And as I lay there in the sand, a thousand camera flashes going off above me, my thought wasn’t for the pain in my ankle, or even for my beloved horse.

It was for what I knew would happen when Antonio got me back to the hotel.

[image: Image]

“You should have used your stick on that damned horse,” Antonio said as we sat in the car. “What do you think you carry it for? Decoration?”

The paramedics had iced my ankle and strapped it up. It was swollen, but they were happy I hadn’t broken any bones. Just sprained ligaments, they said. And luckily, Murphy had trotted up sound for the vet.

“He tried, Antonio. He really tried, but the turn was too tight.” Even to my own ears, I sounded like I was whining, and Antonio hated that.

“Excuses. You’re full of them, aren’t you? Every time you lose, it’s always someone else’s fault. Well, I’ll tell you now, it isn’t. It’s all on you. If I decide to shoot that horse where he stands, it’s your doing.”

A tear rolled down my cheek, and I tried to look away so Antonio wouldn’t see. He was having none of it.

He pinched my chin and turned me back to face him. “So, now you’re a cry-baby. Grow up.”

I didn’t feel grown up. I felt like a naughty child under his gaze. What I would have given to have my mother’s arms around me at that moment. I missed my parents so, so much, and last month, Antonio had even grumbled when I wanted to put flowers on their grave because the anniversary of their death clashed with one of his business meetings.

“We’re at the hotel, sir,” the driver said through the intercom. “Shall I open the door?”

“Yes.” Antonio didn’t take his eyes off me. “And you, Amelia, will be making up for your abysmal performance when we get inside. I expect obedience, and you can put a bit of effort into it this time.”

As we walked into the lobby, I looked around for someone, anyone, who might be able to help me. But there was nobody. The doorman stared studiously towards the pavement as Antonio gripped my arm so hard his knuckles turned white while he forced me into the lift.

My last thought as the doors closed behind us was that one day this man would kill me.

Maybe even today.

Upstairs, Antonio shoved me through the door to the penthouse suite, and I tripped down the step. A yelp escaped as I landed hard on my bad ankle.

“Now there’s a sound I like.” 

He regarded me from above, imperious, as he strode towards me. The sound of blood whooshing in my ears drowned out the crack of his knuckles. Time slowed as he stopped a foot away from where I was supporting myself against the wall.

“Strip.”

My hands shook as I wriggled out of my jacket. He snatched it off me and threw it on the nearby sofa next to his.

“Not like that.” His lips curved up in an evil smile. “I want you to put on a show. The one you didn’t manage earlier.”

He strode over to the sound system and put on some music. Rhianna’s “Russian Roulette.” If I’d had a gun in my hand at that moment, I’d have aimed it at Antonio and pulled the trigger six times, just to be sure of getting the job done.

The prison sentence would have been worth it. I wasn’t free, anyway.

Nor was I a dancer, and how was it possible to be sexy while peeling off a pair of sweatpants, for crying out loud? One of the other riders had donated them after the ambulance crew cut my jodhpurs off me. My fingers fumbled at the drawstring as I tried to undo the hastily tied knot, and Antonio tapped his foot as he waited.

Finally, I got it undone and dropped the trousers. The cuff got stuck on my bandage, and a twinge of pain shot through my ankle as I pulled it free. Swaying my hips in time to the music, I undid the buttons on my shirt, one at a time. Antonio had bought it, so they were sparkly, overly ostentatious, and totally impractical. I slipped the sleeves down my arms and past the bruises that were already forming from his fingers earlier.

That left me standing in my underwear—a lacy bra and a thong, which chafed when I walked.

He stalked around me, perusing what he knew was his, and twisted my hair around his fist to pull my head back. I had no choice but to meet his eyes.

“You won’t disobey me again, will you?”

“N-n-no, Antonio.”

“Good.”

He reached down and popped open my bra. I’d say I spilled out of it, but there really wasn’t enough of me to do that. He palmed one of my breasts, pinching the nipple hard between his thumb and forefinger.

“Maybe we should do something about these. I like the idea of a touch of enhancement.”

Was he serious? He wanted me to go under the knife? I hated needles; he knew that. The thought of having someone cut me open was a hundred times worse, and I grew a little faint.

He held my eyes with his, daring me to challenge him.

I couldn’t.

I didn’t dare.

With his other hand, he reached down and tore my panties off. In books, that always sounds so sexy, but in reality, the elastic bit into my skin before it gave way, leaving me with an angry red welt.

“Fetch me a drink then get on the bed. Oh, and take your birth control pill, first. We don’t want any little accidents, do we?”

He let me go and walked into the bedroom, unbuckling his belt as he went. I’d felt the lash of it before. I had to do as he said if I didn’t want it again.

My handbag sat on the couch by the door where I’d left it after lunch. I rummaged through, trying to find the blister pack of pills. He was right about one thing. Having his child would be the end of my world.

Where were they? I fished through until my hand closed around a packet. No, that wasn’t them. Those were the sleeping pills the doctor had prescribed me for when I lay awake, dreaming of my escape.

I looked at the packet.

Then I looked into the bedroom and saw Antonio walk past, now shirtless.

Did I dare?

Quickly, I found my other pills and swallowed the one for that day. Then I popped six of the Temazepam out into my hand. I usually only took one, so I figured that ought to do it.

My hands were shaking so much, I could hardly unscrew the top of the bottle of single malt that Antonio was so partial to. When it finally came off, I poured a generous measure into the glass. The water in the bathroom flowed as I broke each capsule in half and tipped the contents into the glass. How considerate. Antonio was brushing his teeth before he raped me. 

Dammit! The powder had sunk to the bottom. What if it wouldn’t dissolve? I stirred it with my finger. Slowly, slowly, it disappeared. I just hoped it didn’t affect the taste. If Antonio noticed something wrong, I’d be dead. Of that I was certain.

But it was worth the risk.

Every night he did this, he killed off another little piece of me, anyway.

I shoved the broken halves of the capsules back into my handbag, making a mental note to flush them later. Then I sashayed as best I could into the bedroom.

The man upstairs hadn’t been too kind to me lately, but I said a silent prayer that he’d make Antonio drink his damn whisky before things went too far. Surely, he could do that one thing for me?

Antonio snatched the glass from me as I walked through the door. “About time.” 

He jerked his head at the bed and took a mouthful, just the one, then glared down at the amber liquid.

I held my breath.

“I don’t like this brand. It’s bitter. Remind me to have the hotel get something else in.”

Oh hell, he wasn’t going to drink it, was he?


























CHAPTER 4

MY HEART BEAT so loudly, I was sure Antonio must be able to hear it.

Drink the whisky. Drink it!

He upended the glass and swallowed then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Not going to let it go to waste.”

Thank goodness.

But the ordeal wasn’t over yet. I knew from experience I had about twenty minutes before the drugs kicked in. Twenty minutes of hell.

“Get on the bed,” Antonio said, slamming the glass down beside the telephone. “On all fours. Face the mirror. I want to see your beautiful smile.”

Could he be any more sarcastic?

He’d screwed me like that before, doggy-style, but today it somehow felt more degrading than ever as he forced himself into me and took what I hadn’t willingly given. 

I hate myself. I hate myself. I hate myself. 

The words repeated in my head like a mantra.

But then his thrusts started to slow, and before he came, he keeled over sideways, and a glorious series of snuffle-snorts filled the air.

I opened my eyes, which I’d screwed tightly shut because I couldn’t bear to see myself that way.
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