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      “Jasmine?”

      She turned from her contemplation of the snowy world outside to see Kaia was finally awake. The older woman lay in a hospital bed. The gray hair at her temples was damp with sweat, and her stout figure seemed to have shrunk in the span of six hours. A thick bandage peeked out of the top of her hospital gown, covering a fresh incision down the middle of her chest. She went to Kaia’s side and grasped her hand.

      “How are you feeling?”

      Kaia grimaced. “Like I got kicked in the chest by a horse.”

      Her mouth curved in a wan smile. “You pulled through the surgery like a champ. Everything’s going to be okay now.”

      Kaia’s eyes glistened with tears. “What are the chances that after all these years of asking you to visit, the first time you come, I have a heart attack?”

      She blocked out the mental image of how she had found Kaia this morning. “It was meant to be that I was here, so I could help.”

      Kaia searched her face. “Are you okay?”

      She let out a choked laugh. “You’re asking me that? You’re the one who had open-heart surgery.”

      “Jasmine.”

      Kaia’s sympathetic voice made her eyes sting. She averted her gaze and cleared her throat. “I’m fine. I’m just glad you’re all right.”

      “I know you’re supposed to head back to New York, but can you stay a little longer?”

      The panic that had dogged her all day threatened to choke her. “I would, but…” She met Kaia’s pleading gaze. “They called him.”

      Kaia’s brows drew together.

      “I can’t be here when he arrives.” Despite her effort to keep her shit together, her words started tripping over each other. “It’s been five years. I can’t… If he sees me, I don’t know what he’ll⁠—”

      Kaia gripped her hand with surprising strength. “He won’t come.”

      She blinked. “What are you talking about? Of course, he will.”

      “He won’t.” Kaia closed her eyes as if she couldn’t keep them open a second longer. “You know we’ve never been close.”

      She did know. It was the only reason she decided to come in the first place. “I’m sure once he hears you had a heart attack…”

      “He’s visited once since he left for college. He won’t come back, even for an emergency. Promise me you’ll stay, at least until I get back on my feet.”

      She couldn’t deny Kaia when she looked so frightened and fragile. “Okay, I’ll stay.”

      Kaia’s relief was obvious as she shifted on the pillows and let out a pained gasp.

      “Do you need a nurse?” she demanded as she leaped for the call button.

      “No, no,” Kaia mumbled. “I’m fine. You should leave now before the snow gets any worse.”

      Automatically, her gaze went back to the window. White flakes flirted with the frosted glass before drifting innocently down. Two hours ago, she called the only inn in town, but all the rooms were filled. Either she had to make the trek back to Kaia’s remote mountain cabin or sleep in the hospital. She didn’t like either option.

      “Ma’am?” A nurse appeared in the doorway. “Visiting hours are over. You can come back tomorrow.”

      She nodded and looked back at Kaia to see that she had fallen asleep. When she leaned down and kissed Kaia’s weathered cheek, the older woman made an urgent sound and reached for her.

      “She’ll be fine,” the nurse said when she hesitated. “It’s been a long day for both of you. You should get some rest.”

      Jasmine left the room on quaking legs that carried her just beyond the doors of the ICU. She leaned against the wall, closed her eyes, and let out a shaky breath. It had been a long, exhausting day, but it was over. Kaia was going to be all right. That’s all that mattered.

      She was so drained, she could barely think. As she stood there, trying to figure out what to do next, the sound of a stifled sob captured her attention. Several doors down, a doctor tried to console a man who had tears running down his face. The man’s helpless despair was easy to read. Her emotions surged, but she ruthlessly tamped them down and switched her attention to a nurse pushing a cackling old man in a wheelchair down the corridor. The nurse altered her course to avoid a large man standing in the middle of the hall. Jasmine’s gaze idly flicked to the man and slid back to the nurse before all her senses went on high alert. Her attention snapped back to the newcomer. She was too far away to make out his features, but her sixth sense told her who he was—her worst nightmare in the flesh. She pushed off the wall and headed in the opposite direction. Even as her mind told her that she was overreacting, she rounded the corner and broke into a run.

      A cluster of nurses around a desk looked up as she blitzed past. One of them called out to her, but she didn’t stop. She dodged around the medical staff, raced down deserted hallways, and shoved through double doors. She didn’t stop until she came upon an unlit corridor.

      As she skidded to a stop, the lights flickered on, revealing a wing under construction with plastic sheets on the ground, a scaffold, and paint buckets lined up against the wall. She bent over and placed her hands on her knees as she panted. Maybe it wasn’t him. The only details she could discern from that distance was a large man with dark hair. That had been enough to make her bolt. God wouldn’t be cruel enough to add him on top of everything else, would he?

      “Still running from me, Jasmine?”

      That all-too-familiar voice reverberated in her ears. God was fucking cruel. In all the different scenarios where they faced one another, a deserted hospital corridor never crossed her mind. In the best scenarios, she was at a party looking like a million dollars on the arm of a man who couldn’t take his eyes off her. Instead, she was dressed in an old college T-shirt and jeans, didn’t have on a lick of makeup, and hadn’t brushed her hair before she rushed Kaia to the hospital.

      “Pretending I don’t exist isn’t going to work.”

      The taunt made her whip around. He was standing closer than she anticipated. She had to stop herself from backing up at the sheer size of him. Before, his size had made her feel feminine, dainty, and protected, but those days were long gone. If it wasn’t for the suit beneath his open overcoat, he could be mistaken for a football player, ranch hand, or construction worker. His tailored clothes were an indication of how far he’d come in life, if she’d been living under a rock and failed to see his face plastered on magazines or on the news. James Roth’s success was well-documented by the media, who couldn’t get enough of his rags-to-riches story.

      Her eyes flicked up and collided with his, a stunning liquid black that had fascinated her from the start. He was racially ambiguous, with strong features from Kaia’s American Indian background and his German and Danish father. The full beard was new, as was the faintest hint of silver in his hair, even though he hadn’t hit forty. Despite his refined appearance, something about him was still rough around the edges. Once upon a time, that raw power had drawn her to him, but now, she examined her ex-husband through a jaded lens. He was downright frightening. What the hell was her twenty-three-year-old self thinking? Roth wasn’t the type of man she wanted to meet in a dark alley… or a deserted corridor.

      “You’re the last person I expected to see here.”

      His dispassionate tone snapped her out of her dazed horror. It had been five years since she laid eyes on him, and that was all he could say? Her chest burned, but she banked her anger and donned the mask she had cultivated in the public eye when she was a child. If he wanted to play cool and unaffected, then she would do the same.

      “I could say the same about you.” It took considerable effort to sound as blasé as him, but she managed.

      “What are you doing here, Jasmine?”

      “Visiting.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Since when are you and my mom so close?”

      “I always kept in touch with her even after…” She trailed off and gave a one-shoulder shrug. “I call her occasionally to check on her. She always invites me to visit, but this was the first time I took her up on it. I’m glad I was here for her today.”

      He didn’t respond. He just stood there, staring at her. She knew the tactics. Her father was a master manipulator, after all. Roth was trying to intimidate her with his silence. Not going to happen. The initial shock of seeing him made her lose her head, but she was in control now, and she could handle him.

      “As much as I’d like to engage in a staring contest, I have places to be,” she said airily. “The only reason I’m still here is because Kaia didn’t think you would come, but you’re here now, so I’ll…”

      She took a step to the side and froze when he shifted with her. She stared at him for a moment before she took another step. Again, he moved to block her.

      “Roth,” she said in a warning tone.

      “Do you know how long I’ve waited for this moment?”

      His crooning tone raked over her taut nerves like sandpaper.

      She edged backward. “I’m not playing this game with you.”

      She desperately raked her mind for an exit strategy as he invaded her space.

      “Who said I’m playing a game?”

      “You’re always playing a game. Everything you do is calculated. You’re a chess master, herding people where you want them before you take them out.”

      “Some people think life is a game. I’ve always known it’s war.”

      Her control snapped as she stumbled on the dirty plastic covered in paint splatters. “Fuck you, Roth! Get out of my way.”

      “Your face has been all over the news since your father died.”

      She stopped dead in her tracks, hands balling into fists at her side. “Don’t talk about my father.”

      He cocked his head to the side, scenting blood like the predator he was.

      “Patched things up with him, did you?” he asked softly.

      “None of your fucking business,” she said through clenched teeth.

      “Oh, I think it is.”

      She wasn’t prepared for the hand that wrapped around her throat, or the way he pulled, so she was forced onto her tiptoes. Her heart careened into her throat as she gripped his massive wrist with both hands.

      “You think I forgot what he did to me?”

      His clinical tone made the hairs on her nape stand up.

      “That was a long time ago,” she said hoarsely.

      His impassive expression melted into one of savage fury. “He kept at it until the day he fucking died.”

      She didn’t want to believe it. “No, he⁠—”

      His fingers tightened around her throat, stopping her denial. He leaned in, so close that their lips were mere inches apart.

      “Are you calling me a liar, princess?”

      The vicious energy pouring from him made her temples throb.

      “If you don’t let me go, I’m going to scream.”

      “Do it,” he invited with a cold smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “I’m sure your sisters would love to see our names linked together in the media.” He leaned in and pressed his lips against her ear. “You’re not in New York with your bodyguards or your family to hide behind. You’re in Colorado in the middle of a snowstorm with nowhere to go. Don’t push me.”

      The threat combined with his hot breath gusting over the shell of her ear made her shiver. His beard scraped against her cheek as he pulled back. His proximity, the firm hold on her throat, and the resolve in his expression scrambled her thoughts. She was no match for him, and the satisfied gleam in his eyes told her he knew it. As she tried to think of a way out of this, her eyes dropped from his and landed on the scar on his upper lip. The beard covered another scar on his jaw, but she could see the tail end of it on his neck.

      “Did he bribe you to leave me?”

      Her gaze flew back to his. “What?”

      A muscle clenched in his jaw. “Did he promise to give you your inheritance if you left me?”

      She was so stunned, she couldn’t answer. She watched turbulent emotions play over his face and saw the flash of impatience before his fingers tightened around her throat.

      “Answer me,” he said, words laced with menace.

      Her nails dug into his wrist. His hold on her throat was just shy of bruising. He wasn’t hurting her. Yet.

      “Fuck you, Roth.” He played her so badly that even now, the shame of knowing how gullible she had been ate at her. He wanted to rehash old times? Screw him.

      “I’m not playing, Jasmine. Answer me.”

      She punched him in the chest. There wasn’t much power behind it, but she still expected some reaction. He didn’t give her one. He just watched her with eyes that belonged to the Grim Reaper. She wanted to scream in his face and knee him in the balls, but it was impossible with the way he was holding her.

      “No, he didn’t bribe me,” she said through clenched teeth.

      “Then why?”

      “I left you because I refused to be a pawn!”

      “Is that what you think?” he asked as his eyes moved over her face.

      “It’s what I know.”

      “You know nothing.”

      “If you don’t let me go, I swear to God I’ll⁠—”

      He propelled her backward. She landed against the wall hard enough to make her grunt. Her mind went blank with shock as he plastered his rock-hard body against hers. Her puffy jacket stopped her from discovering if he still had abs, but her jeans and thermal underwear did nothing to protect her from his bottom half. He dropped his hold on her throat and slid his hand into her tangled hair. Gripping it, he forced her head to tip sideways, baring her throat to him. One thick thigh pressed between her legs, forcing them to part.

      “Roth, stop!”

      He bit her. Her shrill scream echoed down the hallway. She raised her hand to claw his face, but he grabbed her wrist and yanked it down as he sucked hard enough to make her buck against him. Her neck was an erogenous zone he had discovered early on in their relationship. He reclaimed the spot as if they hadn’t been separated for years. Her free hand twisted in his suit as her eyes closed, and her body went up in flames.

      “Don’t,” she whispered hoarsely.

      He cupped her ass and dragged her up his thigh, creating a friction that made her hiss.

      “If you hadn’t run to your father, you’d still be mine.”

      The rage and resentment she felt for him crumbled beneath a tidal wave of lust. She shuddered against him like a junkie, alternately wanting to draw blood while also aching to feel him inside her. He would give it to her right here, right now—rough, dirty, raw—just the way she needed it. She came to Colorado to leave everything behind and forget, just for a little while. Roth could do that for her. He would leave her so sated, she would feel nothing. Their chemistry had been explosive right from the start, but she had been too innocent to know how to combat what was happening between them. He used her curiosity to introduce her to dark, erotic fantasies that no self-respecting Hennessy should have, and now she was stuck with them.

      Strands of Roth’s hair brushed against her jaw. He was wearing cologne, something familiar she had gotten a whiff of at the funeral. Roth never used to wear cologne or tailored suits and had been more likely to wear work boots with jeans and a button up. At first, her father had been amused by Roth’s refusal to conform. That was before he learned of their affair. She thought she was going against the grain by marrying a man who hadn’t been born into her father’s circles, but she was mistaken. Roth was every bit as ruthless. It just took a few years for him to afford to dress and smell like men of her father’s caliber.

      When she went boneless, he growled in approval. She wanted him so badly, she could taste him in her mouth. Body and mind clashed. She had to stop this before she made a monumental mistake she’d regret. What would her father think if he could see her now? That killed her buzz and brought back all the shit she had been trying to forget.

      “You have to stop,” she whispered.

      He ignored her and pressed in closer. She was losing the fight. In a last-ditch effort to hold on to a shred of her self-respect, she uttered the one thing she knew would get a reaction from him.

      “Jamie, please.”

      He went rigid against her and lifted his mouth from her skin. Uttering his nickname evoked memories she had buried long ago. No one was allowed to call him by his first name, so she gave him a ludicrous nickname and teased him unmercifully about it. That seemed like a lifetime ago.

      “I want to go home,” she whispered, voice thick with tears as her emotions got the better of her. Weeks of stress caught up to her, leaving her depleted and fighting to keep her composure. It was all too much.

      The thigh between her legs disappeared so abruptly, she stumbled like a newborn foal. Before she could find her balance, a beefy hand manacled her wrist and began to drag her back the way she’d come.

      “What are you doing?”

      “We have to leave now before we get snowed in.”

      She dragged her boots against the tiles to slow him down. “I’m not going anywhere with you!”

      “Airport’s closed until tomorrow, there’s nowhere to stay in town, and the snow’s coming down thick and heavy. We’re going to the cabin.”

      “You can go to the cabin. I’m staying here.”

      “They’ll kick you out.”

      “I’ll sleep in the waiting room.”

      “And chance being recognized? A picture like that could end up on tomorrow’s front page. I can see the headline now: Homeless Hennessy Heiress.”

      “I don’t care!” She blamed her pitiful tone on the fact that it had been the day from hell. “Who do you think you are? You can’t⁠—”

      “I can do whatever the fuck I want.”

      “Not with me!”

      “We’ll see about that.”

      She had the crazy urge to leap on his back and pound him on the head. “Why are you here? Kaia said you wouldn’t come.”

      “I wasn’t going to, but I decided to be a good son for once in my life.” He shot her an unreadable glance. “I never thought I’d run into my elusive ex-wife. I guess this trip wasn’t for nothing.”

      “How can you be so cold?” He didn’t even bother to act concerned about Kaia. “Your mother had a heart attack! You haven’t even asked me how she is!”

      “I was informed that she pulled through surgery.”

      “And that’s enough information for you?”

      “Yes.”

      “You should be grateful you have a mother who cares about you.”

      “You think so?”

      “Yes! She’s a sweet woman living up in the mountains all by herself. You never visit her.”

      “For good reason.”

      He turned the corner, shamelessly lugging her behind him. A nurse came out of a room with a chart in hand and stopped dead when she caught sight of them.

      “Married squabble,” Roth said with an ease that shocked her.

      “We’re divorced!” Jasmine retorted and finally picked up her feet because the awful squeaking her shoes were making on the tile would wake every patient on the floor.

      “Roth, let me go!”

      “Are you afraid of me?”

      Yes. “No!”

      “Then what do you have to worry about? Tomorrow, we’ll come back to town, and you can leave.”

      One night. A couple of hours… She could do that, right?

      Roth stopped at the ICU counter. The nurse who told her visiting hours were over looked up with a scowl, but her expression altered once she got a good look at him.

      “May I help you?”

      “My mom’s Kaia Roth,” he stated.

      The nurse glanced at Jasmine before she said, “She’s resting. You can come back tomorrow. We’ll discuss the care she’s going to need for the next couple of weeks.”

      He nodded and continued down the hallway. She tried to come up with a plan, but her mind was alarmingly blank. He pulled her into the elevator. When the doors closed, she stared at their reflection. He towered over her, richly dressed and intimidating in his fine clothes, while she looked like a grubby teenager.

      “I can’t do this,” she said.

      “You can.”

      “Fine. I don’t want to do this.”

      “Suck it up.”

      The elevator stopped, allowing a doctor to get on. She debated whether she should reach out for help. As if Roth could read her mind, he tightened his hold on her, a clear warning not to test him. She wanted to push, but she was too damn tired.

      The elevator opened on the first floor. He tugged her out and stopped in front of the double doors that led out to the parking lot.

      “Keys,” he said curtly.

      “What?”

      He slipped his hand beneath her jacket and into her jeans pocket.

      “What the hell?” she screeched and clawed his wrist.

      He held her irate gaze as he fished. Her nerves were shot by the time he retracted his hand and held up the keys to his mother’s truck. He knew exactly what he was doing. Touch was a powerful tool, and he was wielding it unmercifully against her, pushing her to her limit.

      “Fuck you. I’m staying here,” she said and turned away.

      He wrapped an arm around her waist and lifted her off the ground. She howled as he carried her through the double doors into the snow. The frigid temperature took her breath away. Fluffy white flakes fell into her gaping mouth. He trudged through the snow until he found Kaia’s truck, which was quite a feat since it was nearly unrecognizable coated in white. He unlocked the driver’s door and shoved her in. She crawled across the bench seat as he climbed in behind her.

      “I-I’m not going a-anywhere with-with—” she chattered.

      “Shut it,” he said as he turned the key in the ignition and adjusted the seat to fit behind the steering wheel.

      When she reached for the door handle on the passenger side, he grabbed her jacket and jerked her around to face him. Their breaths came out in white clouds and clashed in the air between them.

      “You owe me, Jasmine.”

      Something inside her snapped, and a moment later, he jerked back. Belatedly, she registered that her palm was stinging and realized what she’d done. His dark skin wouldn’t show her handprint, but the promise of retribution in his eyes confirmed that she had struck him. She didn’t fucking care. After a hellish day of fear and worry, his bullying had pushed her over the edge.

      “I owe you?” She was so furious, she could barely speak. “I-I broke off my engagement for you! I got disowned and didn’t speak to m-my family for years because of you! I gave up everything for you!”

      She wasn’t aware that she grabbed fistfuls of his coat or that she tried to shake him as she unraveled.

      “You married me for my name. You used me.”

      Her voice broke as the past filled her with mortification and pain. A tear spilled down her cheek, but she was too pissed off to care that she was revealing a hole in her shield to a man who preyed on weakness.

      “The only reason you held on to me was to spite my dad. You two were caught up in this battle that had nothing to do with me, so I left. You got everything you wanted. You skyrocketed after the divorce. You’re the mogul you always wanted to be.”

      She looked at her hands bunched in the rich fabric of his overcoat and dropped them.

      “I don’t owe you shit, Roth. You cost me everything.”

      She brushed her sleeve over her cheek and, once again, reached for the door handle. A firm tug on her jacket told her he wasn’t giving up.

      “We’ll finish this at the cabin,” he said without inflection.

      “There’s nothing to finish,” she told the frosted window.

      “Your tears say different.”

      “It’s been a long day.”

      “You can rest when we get there.”

      She turned her head and glared at him through her tears. “I don’t want to be around you.”

      “Tough shit.” He put the truck in gear. “Buckle up.”
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      The small Colorado town was closed up for the night. The streets were deserted, and there were hazy orange halos around the streetlights as the storm attempted to swallow everything in its path. She adjusted the vents, even though the air wouldn’t get warm enough to take away the chill in her bones. Kaia’s old truck might have an engine that was still going strong, but that was all it had in its favor. The vehicle sorely lacked the creature comforts like heat and comfortable seats. She pulled up her hood and angled her body away from Roth as they left behind all signs of civilization and headed out on the open highway.

      She rested her forehead against the chilly window and closed her eyes. Her impulsive trip to Colorado was turning into a disaster. She couldn’t say it was a complete flop since she had saved Kaia’s life, but any hope of gaining a scrap of inner peace about her father’s untimely death had vanished. Roth’s proximity riled her, reminding her how gullible and naïve she’d been.

      Did he bribe you to leave me?

      As his question echoed through her mind, she wondered what game he was playing. He knew exactly what made her leave. That night in London had played over and over in her mind on an endless loop for the past five years. She could quote every word he had uttered that night. It was inked on her soul. That night, he didn’t destroy just their marriage, but her as well. She walked away disillusioned, humiliated, a shell of a human being. She spent the years since meticulously piecing herself back together and fortifying her shields, so no man would be able to use her as he had. It took him minutes to wreck years of progress.

      She had always wondered how he would react to seeing her again. Never in a million years had she entertained a scenario where he pinned her against the wall and bit her. She shuddered, and this time, it wasn’t from the cold. He still had the power to turn her body against her. He could make her forget her common sense and morals and make her desire him despite all that had transpired. How was that possible?

      Seven years ago, Roth shook her perfect world to its core when he convinced her to take a gamble on him. When their eyes locked for the first time, something lit up inside her, recognizing him as someone special and once in a lifetime. What a load of bullshit. She’d been so insanely in love with him that she gave up everything—her family, birthright, and fiancé. Roth was a tornado, appearing out of nowhere and dragging her into his world before he disappeared, leaving her scattered in pieces. Their marriage was short-lived and filled with public scandal and emotional trauma. Thanks to the fact that Roth had recently reached the coveted billionaire status, their names linked together in any capacity would make headlines. She wanted to avoid media scrutiny at all costs and keep the scandal where it belonged—in the past.

      The truck lurched to the right, jolting her out of her thoughts, and slamming her against the door. She hissed and sat up. At some point, Roth had left the highway and was now navigating a steep mountain road. The headlights reflected off the snow falling steadily around them, limiting their visibility. She had sweated bullets navigating the treacherous road in broad daylight, so how he could do so in the dead of night was unfathomable to her. She clutched her seat belt as the sound of snow crunching beneath the tires filled the cab. She leaned forward, desperately trying to see through the swirling white.

      “We should turn around,” she said.

      “We’re fine.”

      “Roth, it’s getting heavier. I can’t even see the guardrail!”

      “I’ve been driving this road all my life. I know every turn.”

      “You haven’t been home in years,” she said through clenched teeth as the truck plowed through the deepening snow.

      “Hush.”

      “Roth—” Her teeth snapped together as the truck rocked violently to the left.

      He shifted gears and slowed the truck to a crawl. She could feel him flexing his impenetrable will as they crept up the mountain, determined to reach their destination. In a distant part of her mind, she knew turning back wasn’t an option. She sat very still, leery of distracting him. The narrow, winding road was barely big enough for two cars to pass one another and filled with hairpin turns and stretches where nothing protected them from going over the side. The few guardrails that existed were mangled or missing chunks from cars that had careened into them.

      When the truck began to slide, she bit back a scream and held on for dear life. Roth turned into the slide and, when the tires found traction, shifted gears again and soldiered on.

      “We’ll be there soon.”

      He sounded unruffled and completely in control. She hoped he wasn’t faking it. She mentally helped him steer as they climbed. Her anxiety rose as the snow got heavier.

      “I’m surprised you’re here alone,” she said, unable to take the silence. She was about to lose her shit.

      “What did you expect?”

      “Personal assistant, bodyguards.”

      “Depends on the nature of my business.”

      “No need to bring them when you’re coming to see your sick mother?”

      “No.”

      She cast him a fuming glare and ground her teeth as he shifted gears again.

      “Do your sisters know you’re here?” When she didn’t answer, he said, “I didn’t think so.”

      “It was supposed to be a quick trip. I didn’t anticipate any of this,” she said, voice shaking as tendrils of frigid air seeped from the vents. She wrapped her arms around herself as a gust of wind battered the truck.

      “You shouldn’t have come here alone.”

      “Why?”

      He glanced at her, the lights from the dashboard turning his eyes an eerie green. “Now you have no one to save you.”

      “I’m not afraid of you.”

      His attention went back to the road. “Says the woman who ran through a hospital to avoid me.”

      “You’re the last person I wanted to see.”

      “I realized that when you ran to your father instead of talking to me.”

      She opened her mouth to defend herself.

      “We made it.”

      She could barely make out the cabin through the snow coming down in heavy sheets.

      “Thank God,” she said.

      “Be careful. The snow’s deep.”

      He wasn’t wrong. When she swung out of the cab, her boots disappeared into the white powder. She braced herself against the icy wind and followed the path Roth made to the porch. She gave her feet a cursory stomp to get off as much snow as possible before she dashed inside. Her hand smacked the light switch. Nothing happened.

      “Power’s out,” he said.

      This was a straight-up nightmare. “W-what are we going to d-d-do?”

      “I’ll turn on the generator.”

      He pulled up the collar of his stylish overcoat, which definitely hadn’t been made to brave these brutal elements, and slammed the door on his way out. She pulled her phone out of her pocket and turned on the flashlight. The cabin felt like a freezer. Her thick jacket and thermal underwear were no help against the arctic temperature. Why had she thought coming to the mountains would be a peaceful experience? She staggered to the fireplace, breath materializing in a small cloud as she began to build a fire the way she had observed Kaia doing it. She knocked pinecones into the fireplace and tried to crumple up newspapers, but her stiff hands weren’t working right. She grabbed the lighter and clicked it a few times before the paper took the flame. By the time Roth returned, she was huddled so close to the fire, she was in danger of being singed.

      Roth shook off a considerable amount of snow and flipped on the lights, which made the cabin feel more like a home and less like a drafty cave.

      “She doesn’t have much fuel for the generator,” he said. “We have enough to run the heat, but not much else. We’ll have to pick up more when we drive into town tomorrow.”

      Instead of warming himself by the fire, he disappeared into his mother’s room. She was too cold to be curious about what he was up to. When the ice melted on her front, she stood and turned her back to the fire. Kaia’s home was a one-bedroom A frame with a loft. The cabin was old, but Kaia was quite the handy-woman and did a good job of keeping it up. A wall of glass let in the maximum amount of light and showed remarkable views of the mountain range. There hadn’t been a speck of snow when she arrived two days ago. Now, it felt like the dead of winter instead of October. Snow pelted the glass in angry swirls while the wind howled. She was in a straight-up horror movie. Remote cabin? Check. No electricity? Check. Roads blocked? Check. Scary male with sketchy intentions? Fucking double check. She should have taken her chances at the hospital.

      Roth emerged from his mother’s bedroom with a duffel over one shoulder. He tossed it on the ground before he opened the door to a storage closet under the stairs. He emerged with an armful of supplies—a rifle, candles, flashlights, and blankets. He threw everything on the couch before he approached the fireplace. She scooched to the side so she wouldn’t brush shoulders with him and stomped her feet because her legs were numb.

      “You should change,” he said.

      Even though she didn’t want to leave the warmth of the fire, she understood changing out of her damp clothes was imperative. “Any chance of hot water?” she asked and was pleased her teeth were no longer chattering.

      “Yes.”

      She was so relieved, she would have hugged him if he wasn’t such a bastard. She went up to the loft, which had a bed and a tiny sitting area, grabbed fresh clothes, and locked herself in the tiny bathroom. She ran the water until it was hot and moaned in relief when she stepped under the sizzling spray. A hot bath after this hectic day was just what she needed, though as soon as she turned off the water and the steam dispersed, the cold began to set in again. Before she finished slathering her arms with lotion, she was already back to shivering. Kaia’s old heating system would take hours to warm the cabin. She whimpered as she dressed in three layers of clothing and left the bathroom.

      Roth sat in front of the fire with his phone. From his disgusted expression, it was obvious he didn’t have service. Not good news. She went up to the loft and pulled on her beanie cap and gloves before she dove under the covers. They were damp from the cold. She buried her face in her frosty pillowcase as a door closed downstairs. Roth probably needed a shower more than she did after being out in the snow.

      She curled into a ball and willed the sheets to accept her body heat, but it wasn’t happening. She would risk getting hypothermia rather than sit by the fire with her ex-husband. As the minutes passed, she realized her thermal underwear wasn’t doing shit. If anything, any warmth she regained from changing into dry clothes was evaporating. By the time he emerged from the bathroom, her teeth were clacking together.

      “Jasmine, get down here!”

      “I-I’m—” She tried to get out ‘fine’, but that was beyond her. She was miserable. The sound of the whistling wind only added to her belief that she was going to freeze to death.

      There was no door to the loft, just a railing that overlooked the first floor, so she didn’t get a warning. One minute, she was trembling beneath the covers, and the next, she was being lifted into the air. She shrieked and kicked before her stomach landed on his shoulder.

      “P-put me d-down!”

      “I spent winters sleeping in front of the fire,” he said as he carried her downstairs and plopped her on the couch he had moved in front of the fireplace. “You’ll freeze up there.”

      “I-I was okay the other n-nights,” she stammered, even as she held her hands out to the flames.

      “On the other nights, the cabin was already warm, and the temperature wasn’t in the single digits.”

      She whipped her head around to blast him and blinked. The fancy suit and overcoat were gone. In its place were stained, worn jeans and a battered khaki-colored wool-lined jacket with a plaid flannel beneath. Roth went from mogul to mountain man so fast, she was struck speechless. The practical, no-frills clothing was worlds away from the polished veneer he cultivated, but somehow, it fit. It shouldn’t have. He was made for the business world and had carved a path that many could only dream of. It was easy to forget his roots, since he hadn’t shown signs of it until now. As she examined the outfit, which included well-worn snow boots, she had to admit that he had never looked better. She had grown up around wealthy businessmen. She knew what cologne they wore, the women they married, the cars they were chauffeured in, and what made them tick. None of that interested her, but this outfit captivated her attention more effectively than a ten-thousand-dollar suit.

      “Where did you get those clothes?” she asked.

      “They were my father’s.”

      “I thought you said he passed when you were a kid.”

      “He did,” he said as he sat on the couch beside her.

      “Kaia kept his clothes all these years?”

      “Yes.”

      She edged away so they weren’t touching. Nevertheless, she caught a whiff of him and felt a strange stirring. He used her black orchid body wash. Why hadn’t he used his mother’s Irish Spring soap? Despite the fact that he used a girly product, an undercurrent of cedar and evergreen changed the scent into something masculine and alluring.

      When the sound of the wind rose to a roar, she hunched her shoulders as if that could protect her from the storm. Two days ago, she watched the snow fall with a smile on her face. At the time, she took it as a sign that everything was going to be okay. Bad shit happened, but the seasons were still going to change, and she had to move with it. Now, the relentless white made her shudder. If she had tried to come back to the cabin by herself, she would have frozen to death. She didn’t know anything about generators and would have huddled in front of the fireplace, praying she didn’t get frostbite.

      “Tell me what happened today.”

      She wrapped an old quilt around her shoulders as she said, “This morning, she was making cornbread. I took a shower, and when I came out, she was face down on the floor.”

      The memory of the terror she felt when she had found Kaia made her shift restlessly. It was how she had found her father mere weeks ago. She spent a hellish day pacing the waiting room, braced for the worst. The fact that Kaia pulled through was nothing short of a miracle.

      “I knew it would take too long for an ambulance to come. I don’t know how I did it, but I managed to pick her up and get her in the truck. It was snowing, and I couldn’t see very well. I haven’t driven a stick shift in years. I was worried we wouldn’t get there in time…” She shivered and drew the quilt tighter around her. “Once we got there, they told me she needed open-heart surgery.”

      “You kept a cool head and did what you had to.”

      She glanced at him over the edge of the quilt and quickly averted her gaze. The clothes and warm light playing over his face made him seem more approachable and down to earth, which was a damn lie.

      “It was meant to be that I was here when she needed someone,” she said.

      “You saved her life.”

      She rose, unable to take his proximity or his attempt to play the grateful son. Not even an hour ago, he had freely admitted he wasn’t sure he would come to Kaia’s aid even though she had a heart attack. She wasn’t going to be manipulated into feeling whatever he wanted her to.

      “Where are you going?” he asked.

      “Food,” she snapped as she headed to the kitchen with the quilt wrapped around her like a cape.

      She turned on the gas stove and filled a kettle with hot water. Why hadn’t she thought of making tea earlier? She opened the oven, which she had remembered to turn off after she’d gotten Kaia in the truck, thank God. She was forced to shed the quilt, so she could slice the cornbread. Roth loomed in the entry, but she ignored him and exchanged the screeching kettle for a pot of chili. She made two cups of peppermint tea, but didn’t offer the second one to him. She left it on the counter and was petty enough to give him the most emasculating mug Kaia had—a goofy, grinning bear. He had to take sips between two round ears. She wasn’t sure if his ego could take the hit, but that wasn’t her problem. After she took her first gulp, she was suffused with warmth.

      “Did you get your inheritance, or did he shaft you in the end and leave you with nothing?” he asked, interrupting her moment of tranquility.

      Her eyes cut to him over the top of her glass. He leaned against the wall, composed and at ease with the bear mug in hand. She was miffed to see that, paired with his outfit, the cup didn’t look as ridiculous as she had hoped. She ignored his question and stirred the chili.

      “You didn’t like the terms of his trust,” he surmised when she didn’t respond. “You didn’t get a cut even though you went back and played the perfect daughter. That’s why you came to Colorado. You’re on the run again.”

      Her jaw ached from clenching her teeth. She made a monumental mistake when she confided her hopes and fears to him. She handed him every weapon he needed to dissect and manipulate her.

      “Did you really think Maximus would treat you like your sisters if you left me? He’s a fucking bastard.”

      She whirled to face him with a wooden spoon covered in chili in hand. She jabbed it in his direction and didn’t care that chili splattered over the floor. “Don’t talk about him like that!”

      She raised the spoon as he approached. He stopped just out of swiping distance and set the empty bear mug on the counter with a finality she didn’t like. When he leaned forward, she prepared to smack him, but he didn’t reach for her. Instead, he skewered her with eyes that glittered with banked rage.

      “Your father was no saint,” he said. “He publicly disowned and humiliated you.”

      “My broken engagement ruined his partnership with Parker Baldwin. He lost millions.”

      “Don’t make excuses for him.”

      “I’m used to business coming first.” She gave him a pointed look. “I’d think you out of all people would understand that.”

      They stared at one another, their past pulsing in the air between them.

      “My father changed,” she said quietly.

      “I doubt that.”

      “It doesn’t matter whether you believe me or not. It’s done. He’s gone.”

      “It’s just begun,” he countered. “We’ll see how Colette and Ariana handle Hennessy & Co without his guidance.”

      She lifted her chin. “My sisters have been handling the company for years. They’ll be fine.”

      “Did he leave a portion of Hennessy & Co to you?”

      She frowned. “Why would he? I haven’t been involved in the company since I was twenty-three.”

      “That doesn’t mean you can’t contribute.”

      She raised a brow. “Aren’t you the one who told me I was no good at business?”

      “You had the right mind, not the right heart.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      He pointed at her. “Right there.”

      “What?”

      “Too much emotion.”

      She was surprised the wooden spoon didn’t crack under the pressure she exerted. “You’re not so staid yourself.”

      “It depends on the topic.”

      “Right.” Business and sex were the only things that made him show his true emotions. Everything else didn’t blip on his radar.

      “You follow the rules and don’t have the heart to take from others. Your sisters do.”

      She squashed the pang of resentment. It was clear he admired her sisters, who were following in their father’s footsteps. He was right. She didn’t have the heart to play the high stakes game her family thrived in. Roth had more in common with her family than she did. If Roth had the right pedigree, her father would have welcomed him with open arms. Instead, Roth’s businesses had been destroyed when her father discovered their affair. He had been forced to go overseas to rebuild.

      “What did Maximus leave you?”

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “You already assumed he left me nothing.”

      “I doubt he changed, but there’s always room for error. Am I wrong?”

      “You’re obsessed with his trust.”

      “Everyone’s curious.”

      “You seem more curious than most.”

      He gave a one-shoulder shrug. “I can’t help wanting to know how he divided his fortune.”

      “You’re the last person I’d confide in.”

      He eyed her for a long moment before he said, “Chili’s boiling.”

      She whirled and whipped the pot off the fire before it burned. “Get out of here! You’re distracting me.”

      She reached for a cabinet, letting it swing open close enough to his face to make him back off. After he left the tiny kitchen, she made another cup of tea. She left the quilt on the counter, so she could carry her tea and food back into the living room. Roth had built the fire into a blaze. She basked in the heat before she dug in. She didn’t realize how hungry she was until she took her first bite. She was halfway through her meal when he joined her. He sat on the opposite end of the couch and propped his boots on the raised hearth. They ate in silence. She went back for seconds and made another pot of tea. When she finished, she curled up in her corner of the couch with the quilt wrapped around her. Now that she was clean, fed, and warm, she relaxed.

      The sound of the crackling fire soothed her fried nerves and blocked out the storm raging outside. She silently willed Mother Nature to calm the fuck down, so she could get out of here first thing in the morning. Women had an obligation to help each other out, right?

      Roth returned from the kitchen and settled beside her. The couch was small and uncomfortable. Like everything Kaia owned, it was old and in desperate need of an update. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Roth angled in her direction. He rested his knee on the cushion between them and draped his arm along the back of the couch.

      He said nothing.

      He thrived on other’s discomfort. She could feel his eyes moving over her. She inwardly bristled and tried to don an indifferent expression, but she was out of practice. Roth knew how to get under people’s skin and was doing a damn good job of using that skill on her now.

      “Stop it,” she said when she couldn’t take it any longer.

      “Stop what?”

      “Staring at me.”

      “Make me.”

      She turned her head and locked eyes with him. She couldn’t read him worth a damn. She wasted two years trying to get in his head before she realized she would never understand him. How could she when he categorized everything in terms of profit and loss? She wasn’t capable of being as brutally calculating as he was. Memories of that night in London seeped into her mind, and she looked away.

      “Tell me about Thalia Crane.”

      Her head whipped around so fast, she felt a streak of pain in her neck. She couldn’t have heard right… but his calm, expectant expression said she wasn’t having a nightmare. He knew. Oh. My. God. Her need to flee was so strong, her eyes moved to the door.

      “You won’t get far,” he said quietly.
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      She covered her face with her hands and moaned. No, this couldn’t be happening. She rocked back and forth as if she were locked in fervent prayer—and she was. If God made her vanish in a puff of smoke or just struck her dead, she would be eternally grateful. Anything to save her from this.

      “You hit it big writing about our affair, the scandal, being disowned, about our sex life⁠—”

      She dropped her hands to declare, “It’s loosely based on us.”

      “The virgin scene is position by position our first time.”

      She wrapped her hands around her throat because she could feel it closing. “Y-you read…?”

      He tapped his fingers on the back of the couch as his mouth curved into a mocking smile. “All four.”

      Bile rose. “Some scenes are us but…”

      “That scene in the alley was us. That’s when we discovered you have a thing for doing it in public⁠—”

      “Roth!” She was torn between pummeling him to make him shut up or locking herself in Kaia’s room and freezing to death. She didn’t like either option. Her head felt as if it was going to explode. “If you read the books, you know that Rex, the guy who represents you, has been in and out of the series so,” she said with heavy emphasis, leaning toward him to make her point, “it. Isn’t. Us. Obviously.”

      “I think they may get back together in book five.”

      “They don’t,” she said flatly.

      “Have you finished it?”

      It was what she was writing before her father had died. “No.”

      “Do your sisters know about your pen name?”

      “No.”

      “Does anyone know?”

      “Less than five people on the planet,” she said through clenched teeth.

      “Now six.”

      “I hate you.”

      “In the books, you love me.”

      Her back went ramrod straight. “Shut the fuck up.”

      “I’m partial to the first book. It has the best sex scenes, if I do say so myself.”

      She erupted from the couch and stood, hands fisted at her sides. “Shut up, or I swear to God, I’m going to shoot you!”

      The fact that Roth read the books, which documented most of their affair and then some… Her feelings for him were in black and white. So were their sexual preferences and fetishes. She hadn’t held back when she wrote it. Why would she? She had the protection of a pen name, and she wasn’t going to tell anyone about it. Ever. And now… Now it was all out in the open. She couldn’t handle this.

      “If you shoot me, you’d be killing off one of the main characters.”

      She let out a strangled yell as she stalked away from him. The bathroom was the only sanctuary in the cabin, aside from Kaia’s bedroom. Impulsively, she ducked into the bedroom and slammed the door. She turned the old-fashioned lock and was on her way to the bed when the door opened.

      She whirled, and bellowed, “Get out!”

      He leaned against the doorjamb. “Just so you know, none of the locks work.”

      “But the doors do, so get out.”

      “If anyone should be upset, it’s me. You never asked for my permission.”

      She gaped at him. “Excuse me?”

      “The guy has my build, my face, my words, and my background. I’m surprised no one figured it out. Those books are everywhere. Soon, it’ll be made into a movie, and then everyone will know.”

      “I based the characters and situations on real things, but everything else is made up. No one suspects anything.”

      He surveyed her through hooded eyes. “How much of its true?”

      “What do you mean?”

      When he came toward her, she looked around for a weapon, but the only thing in the spartan room worth hurling at him was an old lamp or a Bible. Fuck.

      He stopped two feet away. He didn’t look amused any longer. He was deadly serious.

      “I didn’t cheat on you.”

      Her blood ran cold. “What?”

      “In the book, you leave your husband because you found out he was cheating. I didn’t cheat on you.”

      Oh, God. This couldn’t be happening. “The books are fiction,” she said through numb lips.

      “But you divorced me, just like the woman in the book.”

      He wasn’t shying away from their past, he was diving right in. Damn him for being so confrontational. This was her worst nightmare. “I didn’t know when I started the series that the couple wouldn’t stay together. Cheating was just a way to break them up.”

      “You mean us.”

      She ground her teeth. “The characters started out like us, but now they’re their own thing.”

      “So, you didn’t go on a fuck fest after you left me?”

      Even as her stomach iced over, she raised her chin. “What happened after you is none of your business.”

      Her muscles locked as he crowded her, blocking out the rest of the room and intimidating her with his size.

      “You’ll always be my business,” he growled.

      “That’s all I ever was to you.”

      “What does that mean?”

      She tried to walk around him, but he grabbed her arm. When she struggled, he gave her a shake that rattled her teeth.

      “Stop fucking running and talk to me!” he shouted.

      She had never heard him yell before. The sound of his enraged boom freaked her out.

      “Talk!” he ordered.

      She shoved him as hard as she could, gaining her freedom in the process by forcing him to take a step back, before she blasted him back.

      “I don’t want to talk. There’s no point in this! It’s over.”

      “Yet here we are.” He spread his arms wide. “And there’s no one around to save you.”

      “I don’t need anyone to save me from you. I can handle you on my own.”

      “Can you?” he asked softly.

      “Yes.” She had no choice.

      The confines of the bedroom were stifling, and she was freezing. She raised a hand to her cheek and let out a disgusted sound when she couldn’t feel it. She passed him and headed back to the fire. There would be no sanctuary, not tonight. If he wanted to bring up the past, she was unable to avoid it. His intimate knowledge of her Thalia Crane series was the cherry on top of this nightmare sundae. He knew everything. He had the power to destroy her professionally and skewer her emotionally, and there was nothing she could do about it.

      She rewrapped herself in the quilt, tucked her feet under her, and leaned into the armrest. As he reclaimed his seat on the opposite end of the couch, she stared into the flames and wished she could be consumed by them. Daylight would come soon. The storm would pass, and this would all be over.

      “You had to know this day would come,” he said.

      She shook her head. “No.”

      “You thought you could avoid me forever?”

      “Why would we bump into each other? I’m not part of your world.”

      “You still make headlines.”

      “Only when my father forced me to attend functions and…” And during his funeral. It had been a media circus.

      As if he were following her line of thought, he said, “You were photographed with Lincoln at your father’s funeral.”

      She gave him a disgruntled glance before she looked back at the flames.

      “Matthew too.”

      “It’s expected.” She had been photographed with every prominent businessman and politician in New York.

      He tugged on the quilt to gain her attention, as if she was capable of ignoring his ass.

      “Anyone interested in you?”

      She stared into the flames and pulled the covers tighter around herself.

      “They’re from the right families,” he said in a deceptively even tone. “Men your family would approve of.”

      “Don’t, Roth.”

      “How much of the fucking around with other guys in the books is real?”

      The sensible part of her knew she shouldn’t bait him, but did he expect her to live the life of a spinster after she divorced him?

      She gave him a taunting smile. “What do you think?”

      Roth knowing about her alter ego, Thalia Crane, could go both ways. If he read the books, he knew a fraction of the salacious exploits she’d had post-divorce. She had lived recklessly for a time and didn’t regret it. She tried to keep a straight face as she imagined Roth reading the steamier sex scenes. The series had been a hit. A divorcee attempting to build a new life, find herself, and letting everyone in on the drama along the way.

      “You’re better than that,” he said.

      “No, I’m not. I may be a Hennessy by blood, but I’ve never lived up to their standard. After the divorce, I realized I was free. For the first time in my life, I had no one to impress and no expectations to live up to. So, I did what I wanted. I threw myself away for a while.”

      She peeked to see how he was taking that. He was not pleased. If he could be honest, then so could she. So, what if she fucked a ton of guys? She was no one’s wife, and she wasn’t running a billion-dollar corporation like her sisters. He said he hadn’t been unfaithful during their marriage, but they had spent most of their time apart, so how could she be certain? Besides, she was sure he hadn’t lived the life of a monk since the divorce, so who was he to judge her?

      “How did you find out I’m Thalia Crane?” she asked.

      When he didn’t answer immediately, she raised her brows.

      “Roth?” she prompted.

      “My assistant.”

      She jerked. “What?”

      “She read your books under Minnie Hess.”

      “And how would she know my other pen name?”

      “I told her.”

      “Why?”

      He shrugged. “My assistant is an avid reader. Every free moment she has, her nose is in a book. I told her to read your work.”

      “You were trying to promote me?” She couldn’t believe it.

      “She asked what you did for a living, and I told her you’re a writer and gave her your pen name. When Thalia Crane became popular, she picked it up and recognized the similarities in the writing styles and our history. She gave the series to me without telling me a thing. Two months ago, I was on a flight and cracked it open. It took me less than two pages to realize it was you.”

      How random was that? If his assistant wasn’t a reader, he would be none the wiser. “Did you ask her not to…?”

      “She won’t reveal your identity.”

      She scrubbed a hand down her face. “Oh, my God.”

      “The series has been gaining in popularity. It’s just a matter of time before someone you know figures it out. How long do you think you can keep your identity a secret?”

      “Forever.”

      “Why’d you stop writing as Minnie Hess?”

      “They weren’t selling, and I wanted to write something more…” She pursued her lips as she searched for the right word. “Adult.”

      “Thalia’s adult, all right.”

      She shot him a quelling glance. “I started writing as Thalia when you moved to London, and I was still in college. I was… exploring.” She had been romanticizing her life like a naïve idiot, but the series had morphed into something else. The books gave her an anchor when her life turned upside down.

      She studied him surreptitiously. If her readers could see the inspiration for her anti-hero, Rex, they would understand why she risked everything for him. Roth still dripped sex appeal. His size wasn’t just for looks, either. When they had sex, he used every inch of his body to drill her. He was a bastard, but he was still sexy as fuck. Couldn’t he have gotten fat or lost an eye or something? Shit.

      She sighed and snuggled into the cushions and pretended they were stuffed with feathers instead of flat as pancakes. “You were right.”

      “About what?”

      “I wasn’t cut out for the business world. I would have worked under my sisters and followed their lead if you hadn’t come along and told me to follow my passion. That’s one good thing that came out of our marriage, so… thanks.”

      “You built a career from our sex life.”

      She gave him a saccharine smile. “I’ll put you in the acknowledgments of the next book.”

      “You do that. I have a fan base.”

      Her smile melted into a glare. His eyes moved over her with an intimacy that made her want to slap him.

      “You need more material?” he asked.

      “I’ll pass.”

      “Why did you come here, Jasmine?”

      “Why do you keep asking me that? I wanted a change of scenery.”

      “That’s not it. What happened in New York?”

      “Nothing happened,” she began, but the lie caught in her throat, and she stopped. She took a deep breath and then another. Something trickled down her face. She raised a shaking hand to her cheek and stared at her wet fingertips.

      “Jasmine.”

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him reach for her. She stumbled to her feet with the quilt wrapped around her. She put some distance between them as she tried to stuff her emotions back into the box where they belonged. She couldn’t break down here. He was the last person she wanted to see her like this, but grief didn’t care where she was. It wanted its pound of flesh.

      “Jasmine.”

      When his hand closed on the back of her neck, she jerked away.

      “Don’t touch me!” she hissed as she swiped at the hot tears slipping down her face.

      She was trembling, but it wasn’t from the cold. Pain threatened to split her heart in two.

      “Jasmine.”

      When he appeared in front of her, she backed away.

      “I don’t…” She swallowed hard and tried again. “I don’t want⁠—”

      Her throat closed, and she dropped her head to hide her face as emotion took over. When he wrapped his arms around her, she fought him. He ignored her struggles and drew her against his chest. She clenched her teeth to stop herself from making a sound, but her ragged breathing was far from calm. He cupped the back of her head, fingers tunneling through her damp hair as he massaged. She grabbed fistfuls of his jacket as she battled for control.

      “Just breathe.”

      “I-I can’t,” she whispered.

      The loss she hadn’t allowed herself to feel hit her full force. When the first sob escaped, she tried to smother the sound against his body. He picked her up and carried her back to the couch as she clutched at him, battling her emotions for supremacy. He settled on the couch with her on his lap and unzipped his jacket. Her cheek landed on his broad shoulder covered in soft flannel. She shook her head as she fought the tide threatening to pull her under. A keening sound escaped. Even to her own ears, the pitiful sound was filled with heartache and despair. He pressed her face against his throat. The familiar scent of him added more turbulence to an already potent emotional cocktail.

      She tried again. “I don’t want⁠—”

      “You don’t know what you want.”

      “I do,” she said, her vehemence ruined by a hiccup.

      “You don’t get what you want out of life. You get what you need.”

      “But—”

      He cupped the side of her face and pressed his thumb against her quivering lips. “Hush.”

      “You can’t⁠—”

      His hand dipped beneath her chin and tipped her face up. His mouth landed on hers, and she stopped breathing. The kiss was gentle and soothing and so unlike him. More tears slipped from her eyes. He was trying to comfort her. Did he know how many times over the years she wished he had done this? Held her on his lap and acted like he cared? Her breath hitched. He kissed the corner of her mouth, her wet cheek, and then her forehead.

      “Stop,” she whispered.

      He ran his fingers down her cheek, tracing the progress of a tear, before he kissed her again. Soft, slow, and too short.

      “Talk to me, Jasmine.”

      They stared at one another for a long minute before she reached out. He didn’t stop her as she ran her fingertips through his beard. Sorrow churned in her chest as she stroked his harsh face. Every instinct she possessed told her to keep her cards close to her chest and not let him in, but she needed to get it out. It was eating her alive.

      “He had another stroke,” she whispered.

      “Yes.”

      Her hand dropped from his face and curled into a fist.

      “He fell into a coma. The doctors didn’t think he would wake up.” Her lip trembled, and she swallowed hard. “The lawyers came in, and he… he named me as executor.”

      She couldn’t finish, but realized she didn’t have to when he said, “Fuck.”

      “He said if that ever happened, he didn’t want to live like that, and I… I didn’t want him to suffer.” She dropped her face, so guilt-ridden she couldn’t even meet his eyes. “Maybe I should have waited a little longer. I don’t know if⁠—”

      “You respected his wishes. You made the right call. He would be proud of you.”

      She swallowed hard as more tears slid down her cheeks. “I hope he knows I was there. I didn’t want him to be alone.”

      “You were there. That’s all that matters.”

      When she covered her face with her hands, he drew her back against him, and this time, she let him. After being ignored by her workaholic father for most of her life, she finally got one in her late twenties… and now he was gone again. The shock of not only losing her father but being forced to make the decision whether to keep him on life support traumatized her. Her sisters had turned their backs on her, leaving her to deal with his death and funeral by herself. She didn’t have time to grieve, not with so many things to do. Even after the funeral, she had been locked in a shell-shocked state of denial.

      Everything she had been keeping in came out in an unstoppable tide. The façade of acceptance and strength crumbled. She sobbed against his chest as sorrow and guilt built into an excruciating crescendo and then slowly ebbed, leaving her empty and drained. She listened to his steady heartbeat as she calmed.

      “I called your mom. She’s always been so nice to me. She invited me out here, so I said yes, and then this morning, she…” She swallowed hard. “I-I was so worried that she…”

      The fear that once again, she would have to deal with a parental figure dying shattered her. The added stress of facing her ex-husband pushed her to the breaking point, leaving her with no shields to hide behind.

      “She’s going to be fine,” he said.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?”

      She sniffled and brushed her hand over the damp flannel. “Wetting your shirt.”

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      She wanted to sleep, wanted it so badly her head throbbed, but her mind wouldn’t shut down. So many things were waiting for her in New York, things that couldn’t be put off forever, and here she was in the mountains crying on her ex-husband’s shoulder. The practical side of her brain told her she needed to put some much-needed distance between her and Roth, but she was finally warm. And his arms around her felt good. Good enough for her to stay right where she was.

      “I haven’t been able to sleep more than a few hours since he passed,” she said, her voice as dazed as she felt. “I’m tired of being tired. I came here to get away…”

      When her breath hitched, he stroked the side of her face.

      “You’re fine,” he said.

      “I’m not.”

      “You will be.”

      His scent tantalized her. She nuzzled his neck and then tasted his skin. Was it her imagination, or did his heartbeat stutter? That encouraged her to put her mouth on his neck. She sucked gently, taking her time, nursing the area with kisses before she sat back to examine her handiwork.

      “Jasmine.”

      Her mind was cloudy with grief and exhaustion, but the dark hunger on his face called forth her own. This man had hurt her more than any other man on the planet. Once upon a time, she would have sacrificed everything for him, and now… Now, he was a stranger, one who she had off the chart's chemistry with. Her volatile feelings for him mixed with her grief-stricken loneliness.

      She rested her forehead against his and surrendered. “Fuck me.”

      His eyes bored into hers. “Why?”

      “Because I’m tired of thinking.”

      He didn’t move. She cupped his face and shifted on his lap and felt the hard ridge of his penis between her legs. Her pussy clenched. She knew what it felt like to be beneath him, knew he could wring her dry and leave her so satisfied she couldn’t think.

      “One night,” she murmured.

      He looked savage and angry and not the least bit lover-like. Her mouth curved at the corner as she stroked his sinister face.

      “Is that what you want?” he growled.

      “What I want,” she whispered as she let herself fall into the abyss, “is a night when I don’t worry about what’s waiting for me in New York. I want a night when I don’t have to think about who I am or what’s expected of me.” Her hand glided down his neck, between his pecs, down his abdomen, and landed on his tented crotch. “I want one last night to work you out of my system and not feel guilty about it.”

      “I’m not noble,” he ground out. “If you let me have you, I’ll take.”

      “Take,” she challenged as she wrapped her hand around him. “And don’t you dare let me think.”
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      He grabbed her face, angled it the way he wanted it, and kissed her. This time, there was nothing sweet about it. Her mind went blank as he applied pressure on her cheeks, forcing her mouth open to accept his tongue, which invaded with a sensual thrust that made her nipples tingle. He tasted like buttery cornbread and something intrinsically him, which tickled the back of her mind and evoked memories of their past.

      She fell into him. There was no need to think, no need to strategize or worry because he knew what he was doing. In this arena, no man could match him. She discovered that after the divorce. He taught her to love savagely and hold nothing back. He told her she could let go with him and be who she wanted to be… and then he abandoned her.

      She wasn’t paying attention to what her hand was doing to his crotch until he brushed it aside. He kept her mouth busy, drinking from her so deeply, she felt drunk. She hummed when he unzipped his pants and then wrapped her hand around him. This, too, felt innately familiar. She hadn’t forgotten him at all. Not the taste of him, the size of his hands, or the cock that made her into a woman. He was the biggest she’d had, and he knew what to do with it. Roth put himself on a pedestal, and even though she begged other men to knock him off, they hadn’t. It wasn’t fair, but none of that mattered now.

      His hand closed over hers, telling her without words exactly what he wanted, as if she could forget. When he undid her jacket, the cold draft made her stiffen, but that was forgotten a moment later when his large hand closed over her breast. He squeezed and released, making her blood run hot. When he squeezed her nipple, she let out a mewl, and his dick jumped in her hand. She smiled and knew he felt it because he knocked her hand away.

      “Can’t take it?” she taunted, words slurring as if she were intoxicated.

      He yanked on her jacket, forcing her arms backward as he took it off, leaving her in two sweaters. Their mouths detached, so he could rip the sweaters over her head and toss them. She hunched her shoulders against the chill and wrapped her arms around herself, now clad in a lace bra, long johns, and jeans. Goosebumps popped up over her skin. She wasn’t sure if they were from the cold or Roth, who yanked her forward with a tight grip on her ass and buried his face between her breasts. She braced her hands on the back of the couch and looked down at the erotic sight.

      “No rules.”

      His voice was muffled by her skin, but she still heard it.

      “What?”

      He turned his head to the left and lapped at her nipple through the lace.

      “You’re giving me free rein. I can do whatever I want to you. No stopping, no matter what,” he said between licks that made it hard to focus.

      “Yeah, whatever,” she said impatiently and gripped a handful of his hair.

      She thought she saw a flash of white as he smiled and then closed his mouth around her nipple and sucked. She tipped her head back and closed her eyes as he sent electrical shocks through her with each pull. One of his hands slid along the seam of her jeans, between her ass, and then pressed against her aching pussy. She rocked her hips, riding his knuckles, feeling the material bunch up to give her the friction she needed.

      He switched to her other nipple and began the process again. Nuzzle, kiss, suck. She ran her hands through his hair as he coaxed her mind away from anything serious and responsible and created a reality focused on carnal pleasure. This was how it had always been with him. He was the master and she, the willing slave.

      Her body bowed as he sucked hard enough to bruise. “Roth!”

      She pushed him into the cushions and yanked on his hair. Just when she was about to smack him, he released her. She moaned as he tongued her swollen nipple and moved to her neck. With unerring accuracy, he latched onto the same spot that he had in the hospital as his hand drifted over her quivering belly. She sucked in a breath as he undid her jeans and sank his hand into the tight space. Two fingers dipped in, and she spread her legs to give him access.

      “Dripping wet for me,” he said against her neck.

      “What are you gonna do about it?” she asked as he played with her honey. He wasn’t stimulating her, just exploring, and she wasn’t pleased.

      “I’m gonna eat it.”

      He rose without warning, effortlessly rising with her in his arms, before he tossed her on the couch and sent the whole thing skidding back with a booted foot. She watched dazedly as he tossed quilts, old comforters, and random blankets on the ground in a makeshift bed in front of the hearth before he dragged her unceremoniously off the couch. She landed on the pile, which didn’t offer much cushion.

      “Ouch, you ass!” she growled and yelped when he grabbed her ankles and tipped her on her back.

      He shook her out of her jeans and long johns and ripped off her matching lace underwear. She opened her mouth to snap, but forgot what she was going to say when he knelt and dragged her toward him. His eyes were trained on her pussy as he lifted her and slid a pillow under her ass. His eyes flicked up to hers as he stroked her thighs. He started at her knee and then traveled slowly up, rough hands scraping deliciously over her sensitive skin. She gave in to the compulsion to spread her thighs and saw his mouth curve in a satisfied smile. Fucker.

      He leaned down and kissed one inch below her belly button. She shifted restlessly beneath him. He kissed her thigh, lapping so close to what was dripping for him.

      “Fuck, Roth.”

      He looped his arm around her left thigh before he placed his hand on her pussy and spread her.

      “So pretty,” he murmured as he lowered his head. “Pretty and pink and slick for me.”

      The first stroke of his tongue made her toes curl.

      “You taste the same.” His fingers dug into her soft thigh as he went back for another taste. “God-fucking-dammit.”

      He had always enjoyed going down on her. It wasn’t until she dated other guys that she realized not all men were into giving women oral sex, which was beyond lame. If someone thought licking her kitty was gross, no blowjob for them. Simple. Out the door they went.

      Roth’s free hand wandered over her body. He stroked her belly before he traveled to her breasts. He kneaded them roughly as he ate her. She planted one foot on the floor and lifted her ass off the pillow. When he growled, she looked down the length of her body. Their eyes collided, his black ones reflecting the fire and an animalistic lust that made her womb clench in anticipation. He was going to fuck her so hard. She couldn’t wait. She closed her eyes and let him play. His beard created a rough friction she wasn’t familiar with and discovered she was totally into.

      She could feel her orgasm building. Her breathing became ragged and uneven. He pinched her nipple. She jerked and grabbed a handful of blankets in preparation.

      Some days I wish I never laid eyes on you.

      Her eyes flew open as the ghost of his words echoed through her head—just as they had for the past five years. Her orgasm vanished along with the carnal fog she had been floating in. What the fuck was she doing?

      She immediately tried to scoot out from under his mouth. The beefy arm circling her upper thigh flexed, keeping her in place, while the hand on her breast tightened painfully. She smacked it, but he didn’t ease his grip.

      He raised his head and glared at her. “What the fuck?”

      “I’m done.”

      His eyes narrowed. “You’re not calling the shots.”

      She rolled onto her hands and knees. He rolled with her, so he was on his back beneath her. He gripped her hips and held her in place when she tried to crawl away.

      “Stop, Roth!”

      “You’re not in control,” he said as he positioned her over his face. “You gave me permission to do what I want, and that’s what I’m gonna do. Now be a good girl and spread.”

      “Fuck you!”

      He gripped her ass in a vise-like grip that made her yelp. “I’m getting my fill,” he hissed as he yanked her down to his open mouth. “No thinking, no tomorrows. Just this.”

      Her mind went blank as he clamped his mouth on her clit. His fucking beard was making her crazy. She moaned and dug her nails into the pile of blankets. Fuck. He was so good and in this position… She rocked, and his bruising grip on her ass immediately began to stroke in encouragement. She buried her face in the blankets that smelled of mothballs and crooked one leg up to ride his face.

      Her climax hit so suddenly, she didn’t have time to prepare. Her body went taut as a bowstring. Her hand sank into his hair as she pumped her hips against his mouth until that awful tension left her. She moaned and tipped to the side. Roth refused to relinquish his position and rolled with her again, so they were in their original position, her on her back with him between her legs. She hissed when he continued to play with her throbbing clit.

      “Fuck, stop, I’m finished,” she huffed.

      “Not even close,” he said before his hands and mouth disappeared.

      He stood over her as he undressed. She watched from beneath heavy eyelids as he stripped off his jacket, plaid shirt, and then his jeans. He was the definition of a man. Broad shoulders, a ridged abdomen, and defined arms and legs. He was supersized all over. He wasn’t perfect, though. He had little nicks and scars over his body, but that just made him Roth. He had a hairy chest and a trail that led to his cock, which was standing at attention. His body had always been beautiful, but something about seeing the firelight playing over his skin and the howling wind outside made her think he looked like a gladiator from another lifetime… and he was going to conquer her. Even though she’d had an orgasm, she was hungry for more. She wanted him inside her.

      He held out his hand. Curious, she took it and allowed him to pull her up. He sat, kissed her mound, and lapped at the groove between her thigh and pelvis before he looked up.

      “Come here.”

      As she sank onto his lap, one hand went to her ass and placed her where he wanted her, with one leg on either side of him. She hissed as his fingers slipped inside her. He coated his cock with her while he held her gaze.

      “Now, give me that pussy.”

      Her blood thrummed in her veins as she rose with his hands gripping her ass, then lowered. She braced her hands on his shoulders and let gravity do its thing. She bared her teeth as she worked herself on him. His expression of pain and savage satisfaction rekindled her lust.

      When she had worked him all the way inside her, he placed a tender kiss on her temple. She tipped her head back. He took advantage of the invitation and kissed the curve of her jaw.

      “It all begins and ends here for us,” he growled against her ear as his hands lifted and then lowered her on his cock.

      “What?”

      “The moment I saw you, I knew I’d do whatever it took to have you under me. That was before I knew you were a Hennessy.”

      She couldn’t focus on his words, not when he was fucking her. Slow and gentle, so different from the way he had been in the past.

      “Didn’t expect you to be a virgin. Didn’t expect you to match me so well.”

      She wrapped her arms around his neck and ignored his guiding hands and began to fuck him the way she needed. His hands dug into her hips hard enough to make her stop.

      “What the fuck, Roth?”

      “This is my show.”

      He licked her sweaty neck and then raised and lowered her again. The sound of her sloppy pussy made her nails dig into his skin.

      “Never thought I’d get you here again, so I’m taking advantage. You won’t get any sleep tonight.”

      She bit his shoulder. “Stop messing around!”

      He shoved her. She landed on her back with him crouched over her, hands planted on either side of her body. He slid back in and pumped hard enough to make her gasp. The blankets offered no barrier between her and the floor, and he knew it. He rolled his hips, and her eyes crossed as he went deeper than he ever had.

      “Do you know how many times I imagined you like this?” He leaned down and gripped her throat. “You’re going to feel me tomorrow, princess.”

      He began to move the way she knew he could. Hard and rough. Holy shit, he was splitting her apart, but she didn’t care.

      “Didn’t matter how long it took for me to catch up with you. I knew I would eventually.”

      “I hate you,” she panted as he raised her thighs and shoved even deeper.

      “You don’t know how to hate.”

      She raked her nails down his back and was sure she drew blood as he sped up his thrusts. Her pussy was on fire, and she felt battered and close to tapping out when another climax hit. Her vision flashed white, and she bit into his beefy shoulder to help her through the pleasure-pain. He didn’t let up on his pace. Tears streamed down her face as she looked up to find his eyes on her, lips peeled back from his teeth as he fucked her.

      “My name,” he demanded.

      “Roth,” she said hoarsely.

      His eyes burned. “Your name for me.”

      She hesitated and then cried out when he ground against her.

      “Jamie!”

      He pulled out, straddled her chest, and cupped her chin.

      “Open,” he commanded.

      When she didn’t comply, he gripped her cheeks, forcing her lips apart. Two strokes were all it took for him to come. Squirts of milky white flew over her face, in her mouth, and slid down her chin. They stared at one another as he continued to stroke himself. It was a dominant move he started when they were dating. Back then, it shocked the hell out of her… and then she started craving it.

      His expression was softer, but still alert, and one hundred percent focused on her. His intensity was still there, just banked for the moment. The phenomenal view was complemented by the scent surrounding her. Expensive cologne, sweat, and that bite that was uniquely him. If they were in a different time in their lives, she would have teased his still-sensitive cock and sucked him until he was hard again. He stayed crouched over her. What was he waiting for?

      “You’re heavy,” she said.

      He shifted, and when she raised her hand to wipe her face, he grabbed her wrist to stop her. Their eyes held as he leaned down and placed a soft kiss on her lips. When she tried to pull back, he grabbed her hair to keep her still. She closed her eyes and gave in. When he pulled back, he wiped her face with a thin blanket before he lay on his side and tucked her against him.

      Her body felt warm and heavy. He had given her exactly what she needed. There were no worries about consequences or responsibilities. There was no need to run anymore.

      “Rest,” he ordered.

      She trembled and shifted against him. “I need my jacket.”

      “I’ll keep you warm. Sleep.”

      “But—”

      A hand fisted in her hair and jerked her head back. His mouth landed on hers. The gentleness was gone, as if it had never been. He kissed her hard enough to make her lips throb.

      “Your body’s revved up. I’m giving you a couple of hours to recover before I fuck you again.”

      “But—”

      He started to tip her on her back.

      “Okay, okay.”

      He tossed his heavy leg over both of hers while he trapped her against him. Though it was a suffocating hold, it was comforting, nonetheless. At home, she had a weighted blanket that dulled her senses, so she could shut her overactive mind down, but this was better. With the fire at her back and her face buried in the hollow of his throat, her eyelids drooped. She was toasty warm and sticky and exhausted and content for the first time in weeks. She breathed in his musk and rubbed her face against his skin, unknowingly pressing a kiss over his heart before she sighed and let go.
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        * * *

      

      Her pussy was burning. She struggled, but her arms were pinned, and her legs were spread wide. She had a moment of respite before she was speared. She let out a guttural scream.

      “That’s what I want to hear, princess.”

      Her eyes flew open, but nothing made sense. The walls were colored in orange light, and a large man was holding her down. He was fucking her deep, rocking her hips against an unforgiving floor, and saying things she couldn’t process.

      “Show me those pretty eyes.”

      She stared up at the man and tried to see his face, but it was cast in shadow. The pain was turning into pleasure, but she couldn’t understand why.

      “Your body knows mine. You get wet just from my voice.” The man’s warm breath wafted over her face. “Fuck yeah, wrap me up tight.”

      “Who are you?” she whispered as she struggled to find the strength to free herself.

      “Your god. Remember, Jasmine?”

      She tossed her head back and forth as he pounded her burning pussy and finally climaxed, bellowing her name and holding her in place as he planted himself deep. She slapped his shoulders as he covered her like a massive sweaty blanket. She drifted back to sleep with him still inside her.
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        * * *

      

      She woke flat on her stomach. A man was fucking her from behind. Her calves kicked up as he planted himself deep enough to make her squeal. Her face was turned toward the blazing fire. She knew exactly where she was, why, and who was fucking her. When she shifted beneath him, he gave her his weight to keep her in place.

      “I want to be on my knees,” she said.

      He pressed his cheek against hers. “You awake this time, princess?”

      “Stop calling me that.”

      He chuckled as he uncovered her nape and bit it.

      “Let me up,” she demanded.

      “I like you how you are.”

      “You’ll like the view better if you let me up.”

      His weight disappeared, and his cock slid out of her swollen pussy. She shifted gingerly, feeling every ache in her muscles as she got on her hands and knees and rested her cheek on a pillow.

      He caressed her ass before his fingers brushed over her left hip. “You have tattoos now.”

      “Several.”

      “Why?”

      Her mouth quirked. “Because I can.”

      “Why an origami paper crane?”

      “Cranes are a symbol of good fortune and peace,” she said as she stared at the leaping flames. “The origami represents me as a writer and my life and dreams written on the page. It’s a marriage between who I am and what I want out of life.”

      “And this?” He palmed the vine of delicate flowers that went from hip to ribs on her right side.

      “Those were just for fun.”

      “Never thought you’d get a tattoo.”

      That was the whole point. “I wanted to make sure I wasn’t tempted to go back.”

      “Back to what?”

      “Being a Hennessy.”

      “You are a Hennessy.”

      “Not a true one. I can’t wear the dresses everyone would expect me to wear without showing a tattoo. I did it purposely. I don’t care anymore.” She sighed as he gripped her hips and pressed the head of his cock against her. “I stopped playing the game and got out. I’m a nobody now.”

      “You’ll always be a Hennessy and therefore newsworthy.”

      She moaned into her pillow as he invaded. Though swollen and raw, she was still hungry for more. He awakened something greedy and uncivilized that would never be sated. No one had been able to fulfill her dark needs, so she would take as much as she could get. Once they left here, she would go back to nothing.

      “Sore?” he asked against her ear.

      “Yeah.”

      “Good.”

      He pushed through her inflamed folds, forcing her face into the pillow.

      “Tell me you like this.”

      “I do,” she said through clenched teeth.

      “You crave it?”

      “Yes,” she gasped as he fucked her forward.

      He hauled her back onto his cock, making her toes curl. He grabbed her by the hair and yanked as he changed position, drilling down and making her eyes cross.

      “No one will ever give it to you the way you need it.”

      When he bit her neck again, she cried out as he pumped his hips. He released her hair and grabbed her by the shoulders to hold her in place as he fucked her. She squirmed beneath him and fell flat on her stomach when he came and used his considerable strength to lodge himself as deep as possible. He panted into her hair before he dropped his face beside hers.

      Her body was a trembling, throbbing mess, but it felt damn good. It had been years since she had been so thoroughly wrecked. Her eyes drooped when he rolled off her. She moaned in sleepy complaint as he pulled her against his chest and spooned her from behind.

      “You feed my demons,” he rasped.

      “You created mine.”

      He introduced her to the darker spectrum of sex, and she took to it with boundless enthusiasm and ease. Being used soothed something broken and lost inside her.

      His hand coasted over her body, and she arched lazily into his touch. She let her mind float in this alternate universe. There was no time here, no consequences. Only pleasure, hunger, and warmth.

      “I always wondered what I’d do when I caught up with you,” he said as he stroked her skin. “You never do what I expect.”

      “Good. I wouldn’t want anyone to think they have me pegged.”

      His hand splayed over her stomach. “You never remarried.”

      “No.”

      He kissed the side of her neck. “I’m sure you had offers.”

      “Sure.” Being a Hennessy, even an illegitimate one, ensured an endless supply of suitors wanting to get their hands on her father’s money.

      “Why didn’t you?”

      “They want my name, not me.”

      “You think so?”

      “Yes.”

      She hovered on the edge of sleep, but didn’t succumb. Her mind was cloudy but still chugging along. She enjoyed the intense heat from the fire and imagined she was lying on a beach getting a tan instead of in a remote cabin in the middle of a snowstorm.

      She watched the flames devour the wood blocks. She was the wood. He was the flame. After this, they would be ash.

      “Was it all worth it?” she asked quietly.

      The raw fucking had its desired effect. She was drained of all emotion, which left her clearheaded enough to examine their catastrophic relationship objectively without her heart interfering.

      “What?” he asked.

      “The long hours, the nights of no sleep… Your face was on the cover of Forbes a couple of months ago and now Business Weekly. You made it. Are you satisfied?”

      “No.”

      No hesitation in his response.

      She rested her cheek against his bicep and sighed. “It will never be enough.” She hesitated before she said, “Dad had three strokes. He almost killed himself trying to be the best.”

      “He’s a legend.”

      “Is that what you’re striving for?” It seemed like such an empty goal, but she had grown up around people like Roth her whole life. They were chasing something intangible. Once they reached one goal, they immediately moved onto the next. No celebrations, no breaks, no life. She saw her father suffer in the end. Despite her feelings toward Roth, she didn’t want the same for him. “People become legends only when they’re dead.”

      “But their legacies live on.”

      “You’re just like him.”

      He tensed. “I’m not like Maximus.”

      She ignored his denial. “We were destined to fail.”

      “No.”

      “I was engaged⁠—”

      “An arranged marriage.”

      “It’s expected. That’s what my sisters have, and they’re happy.”

      “You weren’t.”

      She followed the path her father had laid out for her: private schools, college majors, and even who she would marry. It was expected that during her summer and holiday breaks, she would be at Hennessy & Co, observing and learning. She hadn’t been unhappy until she met Roth. He made her feel brave, rebellious, and adventurous. She tossed her morals and fears into the wind and dived headlong into a torrid affair with another man’s ring on her finger. She wasn’t thinking about consequences, only of herself and what she wanted, and it ended in disaster for all of them. She lost her family and sense of self. Roth was forced to go overseas where he worked like a madman to rebuild what he lost. Her father took a huge financial blow when her broken engagement shattered his partnership with Parker Baldwin, who he had been friends with for decades. All of them paid a price, and for what?

      “I accepted my place. Once I graduated, Ford and I would marry. I would quit Hennessy & Co once I got pregnant. That’s another thing you and my dad agreed on. I wasn’t performing the way he wanted me to in the company, so he thought it was best I became a mother. At least then I would be useful.”

      “He’s a fucker.”

      “Like you said, it’s about legacies. Marrying Ford would have strengthened Dad’s ties with the Baldwins, but the broken engagement nearly crippled the company instead. Even though Dad disowned me, his relationship with Parker was never the same.” She sighed. “I don’t know why I am the way I am.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with you.”

      She reached back and patted his bristled cheek. “You’re sweet.”

      “I’m not.”

      “No, you aren’t,” she agreed before she withdrew her hand. “But that was nice of you to say.”

      “It’s the truth.” His arms tightened around her. “You wouldn’t have been happy married to Ford.”

      “He’s a good man.”

      “You’d be bored out of your mind.”

      Maybe, but they would never know.

      “Tell me about the books.”

      She was too relaxed to go on the defense. “You were in London. I just graduated from college and couldn’t get a job because Dad was being an ass… You told me to pursue writing full-time, so I did. I wrote about us. I published the first book under Thalia Crane, and it was a hit. I couldn’t wait to tell you. I used my money from the book to go to London and…” Her voice trailed off as the memories began to surface.

      I don’t know if this is worth it.

      The echo of his cold voice uttering those words made her stiffen. Even as she gathered herself to roll away, his hand went to her pussy. When she gripped his wrist to pull him away, his marauding fingers rubbed expertly.

      “No tomorrows. Feel me,” he murmured.

      Her breath hitched as he sucked on her pulse.

      “I …” She tried to gather her thoughts, but they slipped away as quickly as they came.

      He pushed her onto her back while he lay on his side. One large thigh slipped between hers and draped her leg over his, giving him unlimited access. She stared up at the open beam ceiling as he rubbed her clit, kissed her neck and massaged her breast. Damn, he was good. It didn’t take much time for her body to ignite for him. She grabbed a handful of his hair and pulled.

      “Do me,” she snarled.

      He obeyed, lifting her thigh and sliding his big dick inside her. He rocked slowly. The angle turned out to be more than she could handle. She begged him to hurry, but he kept his pace infuriatingly slow until she climaxed, and even after, he kept it up while she mewled and tried to go back to sleep.

      “I’m tired,” she grumbled.

      He kissed her jaw. “I don’t mind fucking you while you sleep.”

      “Hurry up.”

      “I’m taking my time. This.” He pushed deep, and she gasped. “Feels too good to stop.”

      It seemed to go on forever. She gave herself up to it and couldn’t believe it when he pushed her into another climax and finally came with her. He tossed an arm over her and tucked his face against hers.

      “What time is it?” she asked in a raspy voice.

      “Five.”

      “I should get up,” she said, but made no move to do so.

      “It’s still snowing. I’ll drive out and check the road in an hour or two. Sleep.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 5

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      She woke on her side with the fire at her back. She opened one eye. Sunlight poured into the cabin, marking a brand-new day. She was alone. She used the couch for support as she slowly got to her feet and wrapped one of the stiff blankets around her. On her way to the bathroom, she paused in front of the large wall of glass to stare at the world blanketed in sparkling, untouched white. The wind had stopped, and a blue sky unmarred by any clouds stretched over the white mountain range. It was like the night from hell never happened. Looking down at her bare feet, which were toasty warm, she swore she would never take central heating for granted again.

      Once in the bathroom, she stepped beneath the steaming spray and washed it all away. She was freakishly calm. Roth accomplished what time hadn’t been able to do. He refocused her attention on something tangible and carnal and emptied her, so she could start anew.

      Though the tiny mirror was too small to show anything but her face, she felt every mark on her body. He had used her well and made good on his promise because she could still feel him. She borrowed Kaia’s fluffy robe and was on her way to the loft when she felt an unpleasant draft. Apparently, the loft still wasn’t heated. Clothes weren’t vital at the moment, so she detoured to the kitchen and popped an aspirin while she hunted for something to eat. She decided to make a grilled cheese sandwich and was pleased to find a stash of tomato soup as well.

      As she turned on the stove to heat the pan, she glanced at the microwave, which flashed zeroes. She went searching for her purse and pulled out her phone, which she had turned off before her flight to Colorado. When she turned it on, a flood of texts, emails, and voicemails greeted her. She ignored all of that and focused on the time, 8:30. She dialed the hospital to check on Kaia and was promptly told they couldn’t release any information since she wasn’t a relative. She hung up and tried to call Roth before she realized she didn’t have his number.

      “Shit.”

      As butter sizzled in the pan, she nuked the tomato soup and listened to the first voicemail.

      “Girl, I’m going to plant a tracking device in your ass,” Sunny drawled.

      Her lips twitched as she put the security coordinator she inherited from her father on speaker as she pulled dishes from the cabinets.

      “You take too many risks.” Sunny sighed. “I know you need time, but you can’t take off like that. You ditched them at a boutique and then turned off your phone so we couldn’t track you? Do you know who you are? Dammit, Jas, Lyle’s been on my ass since you disappeared. He fired me, by the way, so thanks for that.”

      Jasmine rolled her eyes. She would deal with Lyle when she got back.

      “I hope you’re okay. Let me send at least one guy to you. Or better yet, let us pick you up. Call me back.”

      If it wasn’t for her father’s death tossing her back into the spotlight, there would be no need for bodyguards. Not only was she trying to cope with her father’s death, but she also had security in her face asking for a daily schedule. She felt suffocated and trapped, which is why she ran to Colorado for a break.

      Not surprisingly, the next voicemail was from Lyle, her brother-in-law.

      “I don’t know where you are, but when you come home, I’m going to beat the living daylights out of you,” Lyle snapped. “Fuck, Minnie, this isn’t a game, and you can’t take off anymore. If you’re emotional or whatever, go see a therapist or go to a fucking spa. Don’t take off without telling us. You can’t even shoot me a fucking text? I’m in fucking Amsterdam. I’m up to my ass in meetings. You don’t think I have more important shit to worry about? Fuck.”

      She could hear voices and ringing phones in the background and imagined him pacing as he spoke to her.

      “Colette told me about Maximus’ will and how she reacted. I didn’t know. We need to have a family meeting.” A pause and then, “Call me back the minute you get this. I’m worried about you, you little shit. I love you.”

      She was a teenager when her oldest sister Colette married Lyle. He was from the right family, a tycoon in his own right, and a brasher version of her father. But, unlike her father, family meant something to Lyle. Even while they were estranged, Lyle kept in touch with her. He wasn’t afraid of her father and was one of the few who knew about Thalia Crane and was proud as fuck of her. He had an appreciation for art that was lost on her sisters.

      Deciding to take pity on him, she called as she bit into her sandwich. He picked up in the middle of the first ring.

      “I’m going to kill you.”

      She munched loudly in his ear and said nothing.

      “What the fuck is that?”

      She grinned. Nothing like a big brother to make her want to act like a bratty younger sister. “Hello to you too.”

      “Where the hell are you?”

      “I’m still in the States.”

      “You put us through hell.”

      She doubted her sisters cared that much, but she didn’t feel like arguing. “I’m fine.”

      “Stop saying that. We all know you aren’t.”

      “Well, I am now.” A night of dirty sex could do miracles for one’s outlook on life. “I’ll be back in New York soon.”

      “How soon?”

      “Sometime today, I think? I’m not sure yet.”

      “How can you not know—?” He stopped himself before he could finish the question. “Never mind. Do we need to brace ourselves for anything?”

      She flipped a sandwich in the pan. “Like what?”

      “Whether you shaved your head, got a face tattoo, or decided to get drunk and strip in a public place?”

      “No.”

      Roth wasn’t one to kiss and tell. No one would find out about this. Once they left here, they would cease to exist for one another. He would go back to being king of the business world, and she would go back to being an anonymous writer.

      “Colette and I will host a family dinner tonight. We should talk before you run off to the country.”

      He knew her so well. “Fine.”

      “I’ll see you tonight.”

      He never failed to close a deal. “See you.”

      She hung up and propped her hip on the counter as she dipped her sandwich in the soup. The food settled her stomach and made her feel human again. When her father passed, she put her life on hold and hadn’t picked it up since. Her desire to write had been snuffed out, along with her ability to care about anything. After making such a life-changing decision for her father, she had been terrified to make any others, so she hadn’t and stayed in limbo. Sparring with Roth snapped her out of her catatonic state and roused her fighting spirit. By simply telling her she made the right call, Roth alleviated the weight she’d been carrying around for weeks. He didn’t absolve her of all guilt—no one could do that—but she could accept the fact she had obeyed her father’s wishes, and that was that.

      She survived Roth. She had some battle wounds, but they were the delicious kind that would fade. Now, she wouldn’t have to look over her shoulder or worry about running into him again in the future. If they crossed paths, she was sure that Roth would be civil.

      She kicked the last sandwich out of the pan and was drinking tea when she noticed a strange glimmer in the air. She crept toward the window and looked up at the cloudless sky as silver particles drifted down like confetti onto the untouched, sparkling snow. She was so focused on the strange phenomenon that she didn’t notice a figure coming toward her until he passed right in front of her face. She leaped back from the window with a stifled shriek before she recognized Roth. He was bundled up and carrying a rifle with an ease that disconcerted her. He shuffled through the deep snow and came around to the front door. She went to the kitchen entrance and watched as he entered, tracking snow into the house. She wrapped the robe tighter around herself. Just looking at him made her cold. He propped the rifle in the corner and dusted off his wool jacket.

      “Everything okay?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      “What’s with the gun?”

      “A precaution. They’re just starting to clear the roads. We should be able to leave in two hours.”

      “Did you call the hospital?”

      “They said she’s doing good.”

      “Great.” She hesitated, and then asked, “Is it just me or is it snowing glitter?”

      “It’s called diamond dust, light reflecting off ice crystals. It happens on sunny days when the temperature dips into the negatives.”

      Her gaze went back to the window. She wanted to get a closer look, but she wasn’t about to leave the warm cabin. “It’s incredible.”

      “Not when you’re walking around in it.” He ran his hand through his damp hair. “You cooked something?”

      “I made grilled cheese sandwiches and warmed up soup.”

      When she padded back into the kitchen, she heard the sound of his heavy footfalls behind her. As she reached for another plate, two arms caged her against the counter and a large body pressed against her back.

      “Night’s over, Roth,” she said quietly as he buried his face in her wet hair.

      “You smell clean,” he murmured.

      “I showered.”

      “I prefer you dirty.”

      He cupped her ass before his hand slipped beneath her robe. She jumped, knocking his head backward. He swore as she whirled around.

      “Your hands are like ice! You didn’t wear gloves?”

      He glared at her. “If I had gloves, I’d fucking wear them.”

      “You need to go by the fire.”

      “Why don’t you warm me up instead?”

      He boosted her up on the counter. She shrieked when he buried his face in the crook of her neck.

      “You’re insane! Get off me!”

      He spread her legs and moved between them. She smacked his chest as his hands moved over her flesh.

      “You’re freezing,” she whined and covered his cheeks and ears with her arms. “You stupid man. You’re going to get sick.”

      “I haven’t been sick in years.”

      “Today might be your lucky day,” she retorted.

      “I grew up here. I know my limits.”

      When he pressed his cold nose against her cheek, she flinched.

      “Warm me up, princess.”

      “Seriously, Roth, you need to⁠—”

      Two cold fingers speared into her, and she gasped at the polarizing sensation.

      “Oh, my God.”

      “I was hoping I could fuck you awake,” he said against her ear. “See, my hand’s already warm. Your pussy gives off more heat than the fire.”

      He roused her curiosity and lust. Could she warm him up? Well, if she didn’t, he was going to be in trouble. She cupped his clammy neck, and he pressed against her, telling her without words to carry on. Hmm… She pushed against his chest, but he didn’t budge.

      She raised a brow. “Do you want a blowjob or not?”

      It took him less than ten seconds to pull her off the counter and have her on her knees in front of him. She shifted uncomfortably on the rough, unforgiving floor. A second later, his wool jacket landed beside her, revealing another flannel shirt, this one blue. She knelt on the padding, undid his jeans, and wasn’t surprised to find him flaccid.

      “Poor baby,” she said and pressed her cheek against it as she cooed.

      “Jasmine,” he said through clenched teeth.

      For the first time since he tracked her down in the hospital, she was in charge. She looked up as she wrapped her hand around his dick and clucked her tongue.

      “Maybe you got frostbite,” she mused.

      “Why don’t you put your mouth on me, and we’ll see if you’re right?”

      She chuckled as she massaged his balls. When he shivered, her playful mood died.

      “Seriously, Roth, you should go by the fire⁠—”

      She didn’t finish her sentence because he grabbed his dick and shoved it in her mouth. When she tried to draw back, he held her in place. She glared up at him and found him watching her with predatory focus.

      “Suck me,” he ordered.

      Fine. If he wanted to catch pneumonia because he wanted a blowjob instead of warming up in front of the fire, that was his issue. She cupped his balls, which felt like cold iron, and used her mouth to coax his dick to come out of hiding. Icy hands sank into her hair, and as he began to lengthen, she pulled down his jeans and ran her hands over more of his chilled skin.

      He undid her robe and pushed it off her shoulders. She took her mouth off him to hold on to it.

      “Stop, Roth!”

      “I don’t want you to smell like her,” he growled.

      She gave it up since he made it clear he was going to rip it off if she didn’t comply. “You’re such a bully!”

      He cupped her face with one hand and redirected her mouth back to his cock. “You like bullies.”

      “I don’t,” she muttered and frowned when she saw his skin covered in goose bumps. Maybe a little dirty talk would warm him up.

      “I’ve always loved your cock,” she breathed, letting her hot breath feather over it. Veins pulsed beneath her hand as she kissed the head of it and sat up to lick his lower stomach. She pressed her nude body against his legs and shivered as she absorbed the cold.

      “You jacked off on me while I was asleep, didn’t you?”

      “Twice,” he said in a guttural voice that made her breasts tingle.

      “Do you know how long it took to wash the cum out of my hair?”

      He planted his boots on either side of her while she worked him. Her hands stroked his muscled thighs, which no longer felt like frozen tree trunks. She licked around his groin, nipping here and there, while his hand flexed in her hair.

      She glanced up and saw his chest moving double time beneath his shirt. Her hand drifted down her body and between her spread legs. “You’re right, Roth. I can still feel you.”

      He yanked her off her knees and plopped her on the counter. He slid inside her with a groan filled with pain and relief. Her arms came around him as he shuddered.

      “Why do you feel so good?” she whispered against his neck and raked her nails down his back, wanting to unleash his beast. “I hate that only you can give me what I crave.”

      He began to move. Deep, powerful strokes that made her inner walls flutter around him. She tucked her face against him and breathed in his musk, which smelled like her body wash and a hint of evergreen.

      “I have wet dreams about you,” she confessed, making his rhythm falter. “You’re my favorite nightmare.”

      She rocked against him to get him moving again and smiled when he groaned. She clasped the back of his neck and tugged on his earlobe with her teeth before she gave it a little nip.

      “I hate that you’re from my father’s world, that you care about the stock market, hedge funds, and investors. I wish you were normal, a cowboy who clocked out and came home to fuck my brains out.”

      He gripped her hair and yanked her face away from his neck so he could pierce her with a forbidding gaze that held the promise of violence.

      “Cowboy?”

      She gave him a cocky smile. “I want a good rider.”

      He tightened his hold, making her eyes water. “Don’t talk to me about other men.”

      “You know there have been others. You read the books,” she said hoarsely and ignored his stinging grip. “How else was I supposed to cope? You showed me who I really am, and then you left me.”

      “You left me,” he hissed.

      “I did what was best for both of us.”

      “You don’t know what’s best for me.”

      A tear slid down her cheek as his brutal grip made her scalp prickle. He looked homicidal, but she didn’t care.

      “You unlocked something dark in me I didn’t know I had,” she purred as she stroked his sides. “I tell them what I want, but they don’t give it to me raw the way I need it. You give it to me without asking. It isn’t fair.”

      She caused herself considerable pain to get close enough to press her lips against his.

      “Why couldn’t you just love me?” she whispered.

      He yanked her backward until she lay flat on the counter. He drew her legs together and clasped them to his chest as he began to power into her with hard thrusts that made her body arch in an effort to ease the pain. He battered into her with such force that she screamed.

      “Come, Roth!” she pleaded.

      “I’ll come when I’m damn good and ready,” he growled. “Your job is to take what I give you.”

      Her hands scrabbled over the counter as he sped up his thrusts. The sharp sound of his balls slapping against her ass accompanied her moaning and his harsh breathing as he planted himself deep.

      Her head tossed from side to side. “Roth, I don’t—I can’t⁠—”

      Her body bowed as she rode the crest of pain and pleasure and then exploded off the end of it. He rode her through her orgasm and didn’t let up on his pace as he chased his climax. She writhed on the counter. Her body was an aching, throbbing mess, and she wasn’t sure how much more she could take. With the last of her strength, she sat up, cupped both sides of his face, and kissed him. She kissed him the way she used to, before he shattered her world and made her feel like nothing.

      He rammed home. When she winced and tried to draw away, he gripped her nape, keeping their lips sealed as he came. She felt the warm gush of his seed, and when he released her, she pressed kisses over his cheek and neck as he panted. She ran her hands down his damp flannel and smiled. Apparently, fucking could save someone even if they were half frozen.

      “We haven’t used anything,” she said quietly. “I’m on the shot, but we haven’t been using condoms.”

      “I’m clean.”

      So was she, but… “You don’t care if I’m on anything?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      He stepped back, leaving her on the counter, legs splayed, completely exposed.

      “What do you mean, it doesn’t matter? How could it not matter? You’re not worried that I’d throw a paternity suit at you?”

      He zipped his pants. “No.”

      She reached for paper towels to clean herself before she hopped down. She couldn’t believe his cavalier attitude. For someone obsessed with building an empire, she would have thought he would be more paranoid about hookups.

      “I don’t understand,” she said as he picked up one of the sandwiches and took a bite.

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      She crossed her arms. “Why are you so casual about this?”

      “I’m not.”

      “You are!”

      He gave a one shoulder shrug. “You were always on something.”

      “It isn’t like you to assume with something this important.”

      She watched him finish the sandwich and go for the soup.

      “Roth!”

      “What?”

      “What aren’t you telling me?”

      He eyed her over his bowl. “It would be impossible for you to get pregnant.”

      “Why?”

      “I got a vasectomy.”

      There was a short silence in the kitchen as she tried to digest that. “You had a vasectomy? Why?”

      “I would think that’s obvious.”

      So, he wouldn’t get all the women he fucked pregnant? Did he really fuck around that much that he had to get snipped? As she tried to process this information, a thought crossed her mind that made her go very still. “When?”

      “When, what?”

      “When did you get the vasectomy?”

      If she wasn’t watching him so closely, she would have missed the way he tensed. Something icy and sharp sliced through her middle as her intuition pinged.

      “You got a vasectomy when we were married?”

      “Yes.”

      She felt as if she had been punched. Her ears started ringing, and the breath whooshed out of her lungs.

      “I don’t want children,” he said.

      For several seconds, she didn’t react. She couldn’t. He had just dropped a nuclear bomb on a world she was trying to rebuild and decimated the foundation to rubble. She thought she had gained some perspective and peace with the decisions she had made with her father and now closure with Roth, but with a few words, he shoved her back under the arctic waters of their past.

      When she could breathe past the ice forming around her heart, she started toward the exit. She had to get away from him. Years of neglect, humiliation, and fury geysered up inside her. Her eyes burned with tears. Fuck him. Fuck him hard. They had been divorced for years, and he still found new ways to hurt her.

      When his hand closed around her arm, she wrenched away violently.

      “Don’t you fucking touch me,” she said in a lethal voice that trembled with rage.

      “We never talked about having children.”

      She held up a hand. “Don’t.”

      He grabbed for her again, and she lost it. She lashed out with every ounce of fury pumping through her veins. Roth’s head snapped to the side as her palm cracked his cheek. He glared at her as his fingers dug into her arm, but she didn’t flinch. Physical discomfort couldn’t compete with the pain radiating from her chest.

      “I took care of it.”

      “Took care of it for who?” she hissed. “You? You’re so busy trying to protect yourself from me, you never realized I’d never use a baby against you! I have more self-respect than to trap a man who doesn’t want to be with me. Let me go, Roth, or I swear to God⁠—”

      “It had nothing to do with you.”

      She swung again, but this time, he caught her hand and yanked it down. That didn’t deter her. She stomped on his foot, but he was still wearing those hulking work boots, so it made no impact. When she tried to knee him in the balls, he thrust her against the wall and pinned her there with a hand around her throat. Still, she fought. She was totally out of control and didn’t care.

      “I hate you!” she screamed.

      “Stop, Jasmine!”

      She didn’t stop until she was exhausted. When anger faded, leaving only sorrow in its wake, she slumped against the wall with tears pouring down her cheeks. She sacrificed everything for him while he held her at arm's length.

      “I never intended to have children.”

      “Fine,” she said. “Get your hands off me.”

      His hand tightened around her throat. He was adding new marks to the ones he had already left, but she didn’t care. Nothing mattered anymore.

      “Look at me.”

      “Let me go.”

      “Not until you look at me.”

      She lifted her face and stared at him with all the fury pulsing through her. He looked as impassive and untouched as he always did. How had she ever convinced herself that he gave a shit about her?

      “Now, let me go,” she said raggedly.

      “Talk to me.”

      It was so absurd to hear that line from him that she let out a humorless laugh. The knife he had plunged in her heart sank even deeper. “Now you want to talk? After you made decisions about our future without talking to me? Fuck you, Roth.” The laughter vanished as quickly as it had appeared. “You hated my father so much that you got a vasectomy so we wouldn’t have kids?”

      “It had nothing to do with your father. I just don’t want children.”

      “I suppose it had nothing to do with me either. You just keep showing me that we never had a real marriage. I was just a prop to get you where you wanted, and when I didn’t get you there, you ditched me.” 

      “You left⁠—”

      “I wasn’t even a factor in your decision-making! You built a life you didn’t want me to be a part of. You didn’t want children with me; you didn’t want to share a home with me.” She sucked in a shaky breath. “I can’t believe you’re still hurting me.” She closed her eyes and pushed at his arm with cold, trembling hands. “Let me go.”

      When he dropped his hand, she sagged before she caught herself. She panted against the wall and gathered what strength and dignity she had left before she met his gaze.

      “How would you feel if I told you I tied my tubes because I didn’t want your blood tainting the Hennessy line?” she asked hoarsely.

      His expression didn’t change, but the energy in the room did.

      She lifted her chin. “Exactly. Now you feel a tiny fraction of what I do.”

      She walked out of the kitchen and locked herself in the bathroom. She turned on the shower, climbed in, and fell to her hands and knees. The steaming water hit her cold flesh, but she welcomed the sting. It was over. They were finally ash.
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      After she showered away her latest monumental lapse in judgment, she tamed her knotted hair, which bounced around her bruised shoulders. She braved the cold loft to change into a turtleneck sweater that would cover up all signs of depravity and cake makeup on her face, so she didn’t look as haggard as she felt. Her cranberry-colored leather jacket, scarf, beanie, and ankle boots were no defense against the frigid Colorado day, but it would have to do.

      When she descended the staircase with her luggage, she found Roth standing in front of the large picture window. When he started toward her, she prepared to knock him in the face, but all he did was reach for her bag, which she relinquished. When he stalked out to the truck, she tidied up the best she could and threw the soiled linens in the washer and started a load. If she was talking to Douche, she would have reminded him to toss it in the dryer once he brought Kaia home. As it was, she averted her face and slipped past him, turning sideways, so she didn’t touch him since he was standing in the doorway like an Indian chief. She wanted to admire the diamond dust, but the cold penetrated her clothing and took her breath away, so she hurried to the truck instead.

      The trip down the mountain was nothing like last night. It was remarkable the difference a few hours could make. The world around her shimmered with a pure innocence she wished she could go back to. Under other circumstances, she would have enjoyed the beautiful scenery, but the suffocating proximity to this asshole made the hour-long trip hell. She needed to get away from him so badly, her skin itched. He lied and betrayed her in so many ways, it made her head spin. The worst part was that she had wanted children with him. She had fantasized about having a son who looked like him, or a girl with his eyes. The fact that he had stolen even that dream from her made her want to rip his face off. If possible, this hurt more than anything he said to her in London because it showed, in no uncertain terms, he had never pictured a future with her. Their relationship had been a sham.

      When he parked at the hospital, she had her door open before he came to a full stop. She charged toward the doors, determined to say her goodbyes to Kaia and get out of here, but Roth’s long strides quickly caught up to her. They walked into the hospital with enough space between them for a gurney to pass through. In the elevator, she stood in the corner with her arms wrapped around herself. Like the car ride, neither of them spoke. When they reached the ICU, the nurse escorted them to Kaia’s room. She listened with half an ear as the nurse discussed the care Kaia would need.

      When she entered, Kaia’s face lit up, but when her eyes went past her to Roth, her face went dead white.

      “James?” Kaia whispered.

      Jasmine rounded the bed and watched as mother and son stared at one another. As the silence stretched, the nurse’s gaze went from Kaia and Roth to her. Jasmine shrugged to show she didn’t know what was going on. She married into the Roth clan, but knew very little about their dynamics. Neither Kaia nor Roth had ever explained their very distant relationship, and she had never pried.

      Roth didn’t react to the changes time had wrought in his mother. His expression was as impassive as ever.

      “I-I didn’t think you’d come,” Kaia said in a shaky voice.

      “If I couldn’t, I would have sent someone,” Roth replied coolly.

      Jasmine couldn’t help herself. “Sent someone?”

      When Roth looked at her, she dropped her gaze to his beard.

      “Some business can’t wait,” he said.

      He could be her father’s twin. Divorcing Roth was the best thing she ever did. She saved herself from a lifetime of being ignored and begging for scraps of affection.

      Kaia’s eyes filled with tears as she took in Roth’s outfit. “You’re wearing his clothes?” she asked in a quavering voice.

      Roth eyed his mother like she was a stock that wasn’t behaving the way he wanted it to. “I had no choice.”

      Kaia’s stunned gaze shifted to her. “You two talked?”

      “No,” she said shortly and leaned forward to kiss Kaia’s cheek. “I’m glad you’re all right. Now that he’s here, I’m going back to New York.”

      Kaia gave Roth a wary glance and gripped her hand. “Are you sure you can’t stay?”

      A doctor entered and shook Roth’s hand. This was her moment to get out of here.

      “No, I’m so sorry, but you can visit me once you’re recovered,” she said hastily. “You take care, okay?”

      “I don’t know how to repay you,” Kaia said, hanging onto her arm.

      “No need,” she said and patted Kaia’s hand. “Get well soon, okay?”

      “I will.”

      Jasmine eased around the medical staff and slipped out the door. She focused on the exit and didn’t take a breath until the double doors of the ICU closed behind her. As she power walked down the hall and pulled out her cell phone, she ducked into an empty waiting room and dialed Sunny.

      “Girl,” Sunny began.

      “Get me a plane,” she ordered.

      Sunny’s tone instantly became formal and no-nonsense. “Absolutely, Ms. Hennessy. Where are you?”

      “I’m—”

      The phone was yanked from her grasp. She whirled as Roth glanced at the screen and then put it to his ear.

      “That won’t be necessary,” he said and hung up.

      “What the hell are you doing? Give it back!”

      He tapped the screen, and his brows came together. “You spoke to Lyle Caruso this morning?”

      “That’s none of your business! Stop going through my phone!”

      “Did you tell him about us?”

      She was lightheaded with rage. “There is no us. Now, give me my phone.”

      He stared at her for a full thirty seconds before he started tapping the screen. She lost it and launched herself at him. He grabbed her hand and twisted it behind her back, forcing her to bend over to avoid having him snap it.

      He pressed his mouth against her ear. “Don’t push me, Jasmine.”

      “I’m not pushing you! I just want to get away from you.”

      He released her. She rubbed her throbbing shoulder and bared her teeth when she saw him still messing with her phone.

      “I swear to God, if you don’t⁠—”

      He pocketed it, and said, “We’ll leave in thirty minutes.”

      “I don’t need a ride to the airport. I’ll call a cab.”

      “I already have a plane.”

      She stared at him. “You’re going to leave Kaia?”

      “She’s coming with us. I hired a nurse to care for her while she recovers.”

      She shook her head to clear it. “Okay, good, but I’m going to New York.”

      “So am I.”

      Alarm bells went off in her mind. “You live in London.”

      “I moved my headquarters back to New York.”

      She had the sensation of falling. “I thought you were doing well in the UK.”

      “I am, but I always intended to move back, and now I have.”

      What the fuck? The city wasn’t big enough for the two of them. Did her sisters know? Of course, they did. Why hadn’t they told her?

      “I’m surprised you’d want to return to New York,” she said faintly.

      “Why? Because your father and his business partners ran me out of the city?”

      There was no use beating around the bush. “Yes.”

      “They can’t touch me now.”

      Her stomach churned. “Thanks for the offer, but I can get back to New York on my own.”

      “We’ll leave in thirty minutes,” he said again.

      His gaze went beyond her, and a moment later, the door opened. She turned, hoping it was a doctor or some form of law enforcement. The two men in the doorway definitely had some kind of military training, but they weren’t cops. Dressed in matching suits, overcoats, and even sunglasses, they couldn’t look more different. One of the men had alabaster skin, a bald head, and blond brows. The other had slicked back hair, a full beard, and dark skin that made her think he was from the Middle East. The dark one held out a leather bag to Roth.

      “Change of clothes, sir,” the guard said with a hint of an accent she couldn’t place.

      Roth took the bag, and said, “Don’t let her leave.”

      She watched his progress through the window as he walked down the hallway and disappeared. She stared at the guards who had their hands folded over their middle. Their expressions were impossible to read with the sunglasses concealing their eyes.

      “Get out of my way,” she said.

      They glanced at one another and then back at her.

      She stepped up to them and put her hands on hips. “Do you know who I am?”

      “Jasmine Hennessy-Roth,” the fair one said, also with an accent she didn’t recognize.

      Her hands balled in fists. “Just Hennessy.”

      The guards shrugged, as if it was all the same to them.

      “I’ll pay you one thousand dollars if you let me borrow your phone,” she said.

      No reaction.

      “Two thousand.”

      No reaction.

      “Ten.”

      “Roth said to keep you here. You aren’t going anywhere, ma’am.”

      “I could have you arrested for kidnapping.”

      They shrugged, unfazed by the threat of legal trouble, and why would they be? Roth would bail them out. Fuck. She sank into a chair as a tension headache threatened. She was physically battered, tired, and trapped. She just wanted out. She buried her face in her hands and took a deep breath.

      “Can I get you something, ma’am?”

      She didn’t need to look up to know it was the Middle Eastern one.

      “Aspirin and water,” she murmured.

      She heard the door open and close and fought the urge to scream. She was going back to New York. That was all that mattered, right? A few more hours with Roth and she wouldn’t be alone with him. These guards would be there, and Kaia as well. She could do this.

      “Here.”

      She looked up and took the chilled water and aspirin from the guard. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      She swallowed the pills and half the bottle before she set it on the empty seat beside her. “What’s your name?”

      “You can call me Mo.”

      “And where are you from?”

      “Turkey.”

      She nodded and looked at the pale one by the door. “And you?”

      “Johan.”

      “And you’re from?”

      “Denmark.”

      Interesting. “How long have you been with Roth?”

      “Going on four years.”

      She nodded and watched people walk past the waiting room. Their faces were pinched with stress and worry. After spending a week in a hospital watching over her father, she wasn’t happy to be back. The dour mood was the same in every hospital.

      “I’m sorry about your father.”

      Her gaze went back to the guards who were watching her closely. She inclined her head. “Thank you.”

      She didn’t remain sitting long. Not when her ass, thighs, and pussy were swollen and aching. She paced, fingers itching for a pen. Writing was her yoga. It kept her sane, organized her thoughts, and helped her escape reality when it was too much for her to handle. She wanted to get lost in a story where the character’s world made sense, and she was in control. After spending most of her life following everyone’s rules, writing was the one place she was free.

      A woman wearing a white parka with a fur-lined hood caught her eye. She was sure the woman wasn’t a local, and it had more to do with her exotic looks than the designer bag on her shoulder. She had beautiful dark skin with a scarlet lip and dark hair pulled back into a ponytail. The woman looked through the glass, stopped in her tracks, and waved. Jasmine looked behind herself to make sure the woman was looking at her. The woman opened the door, pushed the guards aside, and strode up to her with her hand outstretched, wearing a megawatt smile. Good manners forced her to shake the woman’s hand without knowing who the hell she was.

      “I’m Sarai, a huge fan,” the woman said, dark brown eyes sparkling.

      She glanced at the guards and then back at Sarai. “Uh, okay.”

      Sarai leaned forward and winked. “Thalia.”

      Her heart skipped a beat. “You’re his assistant?” she guessed.

      “Yes.”

      She didn’t know how to react. This woman was a fan of her work and had given her books to Roth, so he could discover that his ex-wife wrote an erotic series based on their relationship. This woman knew more about her than her own family. She withdrew her hand and nodded.

      “Can I borrow your phone?” she asked.

      Sarai reached into her pocket. “Of course. Is there anything else I can do for you? We should be leaving in about fifteen minutes.”
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