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​1- The Return

[image: ]




Astrid

I would not make this easy for my father.

Pulling me out of school over one little, minor, tiny scandal was impulsive and exactly like him. Controlling, arrogant, and more afraid of his tarnished reputation than of how leaving school early would affect me.

It took me a week to arrange everything with my teachers so I could continue classes online. I would have preferred in-person instruction, but with no other options, online would have to suffice.

For now.

Until dad realized I’d be more of a headache at home than at school.

I had a plan for that, too. He thought my insignificant scandal at school was a problem? Just wait until I wreak havoc at home.

He wasn’t even home when I arrived. Couldn’t even be bothered to be here? Anna greeted me at the door. Faithful, sweet Anna. Our housekeeper and the woman I saw as my mom.

Mom died when I was twelve. The day before my thirteenth birthday. A milestone in any girl’s life, but for me? Birthdays were another reminder that I’d lost something.

I hugged Anna.

“Miss, welcome home.” She took my bag and led me inside.

“Anna, I swear, if you call me Miss Grant, I will die.”

“Astrid, you know your father. I will save the Miss for when he’s here.” She flashed me a smile, her white teeth straight and perfect.

“Dad’s not home, is he?”

“Sorry. You know how he is. But he’ll be home tomorrow. I’m afraid, however, that he’s instructed me to keep you home until he returns,” she warned.

“Seriously?” I crossed my arms, leaned back, ready to sass, then dropped my arms, thinking better of it. This was Anna. Not my father. “Fine. Is my room ready?”

Anna put an arm around me and took me upstairs. “I kept it just how you left it. Your luggage arrived earlier. Everything is just how you want it. Including your closet,” she added, catching my question before I could ask.

My closet. My secret little bat cave. While most twenty-two-year-old college girls filled their closets with trendy clothes and accessories, I hid my darkest secrets in mine.

“Thank you, Anna.” I sprinted up the stairs and down to my room. I threw open the closet door, shoved the clothing aside, and pushed on the panel.

Inside my computer, laptop, monitors, and a TV were set up, just as they had been before I moved to Stanford for college. Anna had unpacked everything, but hadn’t gone further. Made sense to me. Anna wasn’t techie like me. I set to it, connecting monitors, power supplies, my game console, and the TV. I hacked into our security system. Dad hadn’t even changed the password in four years. Foolish. I’d have to update the system for him.

Anna leaned against the closet panel. “I’ll make lunch. Astrid, when are you going to tell your father about this?” She pointed at my computer setup.

“Anna, you know he wants a daughter who is pretty, girlie, marriage-ready.” I crawled under my desk and organized power cables. “He isn’t interested in a smart daughter. I swear he only allowed me to attend Stanford because it looks good on his resume, not mine.”

I peeked out. “What’s for lunch? I’m going swimming after this.”

She smiled. “Your favorite, of course.”

A tuna sandwich on white bread. Campbell’s tomato soup with cracked black pepper and a bay leaf. It was the meal my mom used to make me when I was home sick or after a hard day at school. Then later, when she was too sick to cook, I made it for her. This was our meal.

I checked the camera feed. I don’t know what I was expecting. My father coming home from his business trip early? To want to see me? To give me the chance to explain my side of the story?

Fat chance of that.

I grabbed my bikini and headed down to the pool. Lunch was arranged on the patio table under the canopy. A tall glass of lemonade sat beside my meal. Anna was the best.

I ate in silence, allowing the memories to flood my mind. I smiled as I sipped the soup. Afterwards, I stood, fixed my hair, removed my sunglasses, and slipped off my heels. I looked around the yard for spectators. No one. I glanced up at the kitchen window and spotted Anna. I waved at her, then ran for the pool and leaped into a cherry bomb for maximum splash.

I laughed when I surfaced. In my backyard, just me, no one watching, I was a child. Posing for pictures, sunning by the pool, capturing a “vibe,” none of that was me. Pools were for fun, not Instagram.

After my swim, I washed in the outdoor shower and then headed upstairs.

I had a plan. If Dad couldn’t be bothered with me tonight, I would sneak out. What would he do? He’d already forced me to move home. And that was already unfair.

The club Aurum in San Francisco was hosting a masquerade night tonight. Rachel was planning to go. I shot her a text. I’d meet her there. If I had to return to this gilded prison, I’d go all out tonight.

Maybe I’d find a guy and finally let loose enough to have sex. Doubtful. I found most men stupid and arrogant. None of them were interested in getting to know me. They wanted the Grant Heiress to look the part, silently.

I waited until I knew Anna was done for the night. It was a two-hour drive into San Francisco. I selected my outfit and dressed silently. Rachel had sent a picture for inspiration. We planned to coordinate.

She’d wear her cat mask. Black, sleek, just over the eyes. Her dress would match. Black and sleek. She’d wear the black bob wig. I’d wear the half fox mask. It covered more. Red and gold, ornate. My dress was red and sleek. I’d wear the red bob wig. Just two college co-eds out to party. Anonymous, free, seeking adventure. Rachel’s brother would come along. He refused to match us. He opted for a plain white mask and a white suit. Whatever. He was no fun. But we needed him. He would watch us, make sure we didn’t go off with strange men or accept drinks from strangers. Robbie was boring but nice. He knew that with us, he’d get into the club. And we knew with him, we’d leave the club in one piece.

I made it outside and into the Uber without Anna catching on. I was halfway to San Francisco when Rachel called.

“Yeah, yeah. I’m almost there. I’ll meet you at the door.”

“OMG, Astrid, you’d better hurry. Robbie is flipping out. I think his crush will be at the club tonight. So lame. Like he forgets every time that the bouncer only lets him in because he brings us.”

Rachel and Robbie were waiting outside, just as planned. Rachel shrieked and hugged me. Robbie patted my head.

“Nice wig, Astro.”

“Gee, thanks, Captain Sunshine.” I eyed the white suit he wore. “You look like Liberace’s less confident cousin.”

He laughed. Robbie was too good-natured sometimes. Rachel grabbed our hands and pulled us after her. “Come on, you guys. This is our last chance before Astrid’s dad imprisons her for crimes she didn’t commit.”

Robbie leaned close. “Yeah, and I heard that girl’s computer exploded because of your innocence.”

I winked. “No idea what you’re talking about.”

The bouncer gave us a once-over before stepping aside. We all donned our masks and stepped into the darkness of the club. Aurum was packed. Not surprising. It was a Friday. College students, businessmen, bros, Chads, Karens. All were in attendance for the masquerade. I spotted a few foxes, several cats, and many attempts at the Phantom’s iconic mask. A bit presumptuous, if you asked me. I spotted one man wearing a Mandalorian helmet. I mean, hard to drink, but to each their own, I guess.

Rachel danced her way to the bar, purring and pretending to scratch as she went. She returned with two cocktails. She set the vodka cranberry before me, and she was sipping her spicy margarita before she even took her seat. Robbie just shook his head, choosing to remain silent.

Rachel licked the Tajin along the rim and bit into the extra lime. She started coughing, then laughing.

“Robbie, you better watch her,” I warned. I took a sip of my drink and pushed it toward Robbie. “I’m going to dance.”

I joined the crowd, soon finding myself between two guys, both wearing red devil masks. The open collars and bare chests reminded me too much of a Miami nightclub I went to last spring break. I danced away, looking for a group of women to join–no such luck. I returned to our table, where Rachel was ordering her second margarita.

Robbie slid my drink over and I took another sip. A guy at the bar was watching me. I ignored him, at first, but something about his posture drew my gaze again and again.

He wore a black half-face mask with a matte finish. He didn’t stand out. He was the same as every other business bro here. Except his shoulders sagged with fatigue. I chuckled. This guy came to a club expecting to drink and blend in and found himself in the middle of a wild masquerade night to celebrate spring.

“Astrid, babe, I am totally crushed that you moved back home.” Rachel hugged me, hanging off my shoulders. “Are you still doing classes? We’re supposed to graduate this year.” She kissed my cheek. I flashed Robbie a look.

“I’m not stopping, Rach, I promise.”

Robbie helped her back to her seat. “Now be a good little sister and stay there.” He patted her shoulders.

“Is your crush here?”

He looked around. “Probably not.”

“Sorry, Rob.”

Rachel leaned across the table. “You need to drink, Astrid, for tomorrow we die,” she slurred. She batted Robbie away. “Stop that. Don’t you get it? Astrid’s in jail now.”

I watched as Robbie helped his sister. He held onto her, keeping her upright. “How is she so drunk, Rob?”

He pointed at the empty margarita glass. “Mezcal.”

“Oh no. Remember last time? You’d better take her home.”

He helped her stand. “You good?”

“Yeah, totally.” I threw back the rest of my drink. “Rachel’s right. I’m going to drink. Then get an Uber back home.”

I ordered another drink at the bar. The man was no longer watching me. He was staring into his beer. Truly pathetic. I thought I was the only one facing the firing squad tomorrow.

I took my vodka cranberry and slipped into the empty seat beside him.

“So, what’s got you so depressed?”

He looked up, startled. “You know this seat’s taken,” he said eventually. His voice was scratchy from drinking too long.

I waved down the bartender, calm. “By someone boring. Lucky for you, I’m not.”

He turned to me, the mask hiding his eyes.

"You assume I want company."

"You showed up at a masked club on a Friday night. Alone," I pointed out, giving him a deliberate once-over. He was wearing a white button-down and dark slacks. I could see the body underneath. Not bad. Not bad at all. 

"You must need something."

He didn't dispute it. He just raised his glass again, saying, "My drink's full. I'm doing alright."

"Oh, clearly," I remarked. "You look one Hallmark movie away from tears."

His jaw tightened. He turned slightly, as if assessing me and finding me lacking. “Shouldn’t you be dancing or helping that friend of yours? Where’d your boyfriend go?”

I laughed. “Him? He’s our Hall Monitor. Not my boyfriend.” I smirked at him. “Why? Were you watching me?” I leaned forward, hand brushing his arm.

“No,” he mumbled, returning to his drink. “Just observant. Nice mask, by the way. A fox? Not a sexy cat?”

I pouted at him. “You don’t think I’m sexy?”

He shook his head. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

I tipped back my drink, finishing it with a cough. “Whew, that was fun.” I grabbed his hand. “Dance with me.”

He stood reluctantly, following me. The music was slow, with a low bass steady enough to dance to without thinking. I turned my back to him and let my body start to follow the rhythm, leaving just enough space between us to see if he’d step in or hold back.

He didn’t move right away. Then I felt the warm brush of his breath near my neck. His hand touched my side briefly, barely there, then gone.

I kept moving, nothing sharp or showy, just the kind of quiet rhythm that lets the room fall away. My hips shifted, shoulders loose, arms easy. I didn’t look over my shoulder. I didn’t need to.

Other couples around us clung to each other, kissing or groping, hands roving. One man danced like he’d been born moving. We watched him for a moment until he moved away.

There was hesitation in how he held still behind me, like he was trying to decide what he wanted or reminding himself why he shouldn’t. He looked like someone who wasn’t used to places like this but was looking for something he shouldn’t.

I let the beat carry me, steady and sure. If all he wanted to do was watch, that was fine. My fingers slid into my hair, not for show, just because it felt good to move. I didn’t pull him in. I just danced for myself.

He stayed.

When he touched me again, it wasn’t tentative. One hand came to my waist with weight and purpose. The other slid lower, pulled me back against him. He moved with me now, steady and focused, like he’d decided something and wasn’t going to second-guess it.

I leaned into him and let him take the lead for a few slow beats. He held me close and didn’t rush it. He knew how to move. He knew how to hold. But no matter how tight his grip or how sure his steps, this was still mine. He didn’t need to take the lead. I was already giving him what I wanted him to have.

I shifted my weight and let myself sink lower, slow and steady, testing how far I could take it. My hips dropped down with the beat, knees bent, body low, keeping the beat. If he followed, he followed. If not, he’d fall behind.

This time he didn’t hesitate. His hand was firm on my hip, the other sliding up my ribs. He stepped in closer and matched my drop, staying with me.

He leaned close, mouth near my ear. I felt it more than I heard it. “You’re dangerous.”

I smiled and grabbed his hand, leading him back to the bar. “I am dangerous. And sexy, right?”

I was pushing it, but who cared? I was returning to prison. Tonight, I’d have fun. I’d fuck a stranger. I’d live a little before my sentence. Maybe he’d be lucky, maybe not. It didn’t matter.

I kept my hands to myself as the bartender brought him another beer and me another vodka cranberry. Truth be told, I never drank at home. Drinking was social. No more than two drinks. Always a vodka cranberry. Pink and girlie. Exactly what was expected of the Grant Heiress.

I downed it in one gulp, feeling the effects as I swayed slightly.

“So, tell me, my masked friend. Why are you here? You don’t really fit in.”

He laughed then. Quiet and bitter. He probably didn’t want to be here. Perhaps the alternative was worse?

“You ever feel like...” he started, then stopped. He glanced at me. “Never mind.”

“No, tell me. Like what?”

He exhaled through his nose, tired. “Like you’ve been good for too long. Did everything right. Played the part. And now you’re one wrong choice away from not giving a damn anymore.”

I snorted. “All the time.

He kept going. “I’m supposed to be in Napa by morning. Fresh start, you know? New city. New job. Did everything by the book. And here I am. Sitting in a place like this, wearing a stupid mask. Drinking too much. Hoping someone gives me a reason to fuck it up before it even starts.”

I nodded. I understood –more than he knew.
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Astrid

He didn’t know me. Didn’t know my last name, my wealth, my status. He didn’t see a bratty heiress playing dress-up. He saw what I let him see. What I chose to be tonight. A sexy fox.

Dangerous. Anonymous.

And I’d already made up my mind.

He wasn’t sloppy drunk, just loose enough. Hands still steady. Words still sharp. He didn’t look away when I leaned in.

“You want danger?” I asked.

His eyes didn’t blink.

I let my fingers trail up his arm. “You want to forget the rules, just once?”

He nodded.

I leaned forward, hand on his thigh. “Come with me.”

Just two anonymous people looking to forget what the world demanded of them.

I pulled him into a private room, my fingers gripping his wrist tightly. His skin was warm, and I caught the slight tremor in his hand. He was nervous. I liked that.

This was a private lounge, the kind you had to reserve and pay for. A lot, usually.

"Screw the rules," I said. The club was emptying anyway. Music fading, last call over. Just us now. Just two masked people

I yanked him closer and kissed him, rough and fast. No time for gentle. No room for questions. I didn’t give him space to second-guess it. I wanted wild. I wanted him rough.

“You want to be crazy, right?” I asked, close to his mouth. “One night, just forget everything else?”

He groaned. His hands found my waist, gripping me hard. “God, yes. I’m so sick of being proper all the time.”

I reached for the buttons on his shirt. My fingers shook a little, but I kept going. The fabric opened to bare skin, warm and clean. I leaned in and kissed the center of his chest.

“Then let’s do it. Right here,” I said.

His skin was hot. I could feel his pulse under my mouth. I moved lower, slow, mouth on him, breaths getting shallow.

“But anyone could walk in,” he said. The protest was thin. Barely there.

I pulled off his shirt and let it drop. “I know. That’s what makes it better.”

His eyes closed and shivered. He was enjoying it, knowing we could be caught. That was the fun. The risk of anyone walking in while we were passionate.

I hiked up my dress, hooked my fingers in my underwear, and pushed them down. They hit the floor. The air hit my skin. I felt it all. I pushed him down onto the sofa.

“I don’t even know your name,” he said. His eyes didn’t blink.

“So what?” I shrugged. I climbed into his lap. His hands went to my hips. He held on. I felt him hard against my leg and moved over him, steady.

I leaned in to his ear. “Fuck me.”

I undid his belt. My hands shook a little. I pulled at the zipper. He hissed when I wrapped my fingers around him. I stroked once. He jerked under me.

“Fuck,” he said.

I guided him to where I needed him to be. I felt the pressure, sharp at first. I breathed through it.

“Don’t stop,” I whispered. I sank slowly.

It burned. My breath caught, but I didn’t stop. He felt right. Full. I moved, testing what I could take. I steadied myself against his chest, feeling the muscles. He shifted, lifting me slightly, and I moaned as he pushed in deeper.

“Fuck, you’re tight,” he said, his head tipping back. “Are you a virgin?”

I leaned into his neck. “You like that? Being my first?”

He groaned and pushed into me, and I moved with him. The pain dulled. Pressure took over. I rocked against him. I closed my eyes, head back as I moved. I wanted more. I wanted him deeper.

“Yes. Fuck. Yes,” he said. His hands locked on my body. He started to move harder.

His mouth found my neck, open and rough, and his hands slid under my dress. He gripped my thighs first, then moved higher. When he cupped my breasts, there was no hesitation. He lifted my dress higher, his mouth seeking my skin. He rolled one nipple between his fingers, slow at first, then rougher when I arched into it. I bit his shoulder, hard enough to leave a mark. His breath hitched.

“You want to ride me like this?” he said, voice rough. “You want to come on my cock and make me lose it?”

“Yes."

He moaned beneath me. 

His hands roamed again. One of them slid up the back of my dress and gripped hard. I saw ink on his ribs—sharp lines, black and clean. A snake curled into a circle, eating its tail. Ouroboros.

He gripped my hips and thrust up hard, again and again, no longer holding back. The sound of skin meeting skin filled the room, sharp and steady. His mouth found my chest, biting, sucking. I grabbed the back of his neck, held him there. 

Then he shifted under me, grabbed my hips harder, and pulled me forward. I caught myself on the edge of the couch as he stood and turned me around. I felt his hands at my waist again, rougher now, guiding me into place. He pressed in from behind, slow for a second, then deep. No hesitation. Just need. I pushed back into him, making it clear this wasn’t just him taking—this was me giving. One hand stayed at my waist. The other came down hard across my ass. Once. Then again. Just rough enough to make me gasp and grip the couch tighter. I let out a low laugh, not soft, not sweet. "That all you’ve got?"

He slapped my ass again, his thrusts deep.

"You like it rough, don’t you?" I moaned. "You like being the one in charge until you want someone to take it from you."

“Baby girl, I’m the one fucking you over the arm of the couch,” he panted, grabbing my hair and yanking my head back. His other hand pressed between my shoulder blades, holding me down as he slammed back into me, rough and deep.

I looked over my shoulder. “Then do it harder.”

He growled low in his throat, grabbed my hips tighter, and pounded into me so hard the couch shifted under us. “You asked for it,” he muttered, breath hot against my neck.

“Come in me,” I begged.

He did. His body jerked hard. I followed him, everything going tight and then loose all at once.

If I was going to be punished for someone else bullying me, I was going down in style. And I couldn’t think of anything more rebellious than fucking a stranger in a nightclub.

He was still breathing hard when I stood up and pulled my dress down. He looked dazed, his mind still catching up. I grabbed my panties where they lay discarded, and handed them to him.

“A gift,” I said, kissing him one last time.

“Can I at least get your number?” he asked.

I smiled, grabbed his phone from the floor, and tapped out a number. “It’s private. Don’t share it.”

He glanced down at the screen as I walked out, heels clicking against tile, not bothering to look back.

I scheduled the Uber before I even left the club. Hot, anonymous sex? Dad can try to control me, but he can’t take back what I did tonight. And that guy would remember me for years to come.

I snuck into the house and took a shower. I was so sick of pretending to be the little princess that dad thought I was. I hated pink. I hated the girlie entrapments I was forced to endure. I wouldn’t be in this mess had he just let me be.

Still, it wasn’t the worst way to say goodbye to freedom. I was settling under my covers when my phone buzzed.

The private number I linked to my phone –the VoIP I used to remain anonymous when freelance coding for clients. I peeked at the screen.

A smile spread across my face as I read the text. My masked fling at the club.

Sexy, flirty, naughty: Tell me which mask to wear next time.

Damn. How do I respond to that? I went with bold: wear whatever. i want u breathless when i sit on ur face.

I screamed a little when I hit send. Then I quickly deleted the conversation and turned off my phone.

Let him stew over that for a few days. I closed my eyes and forced my mind to clear. 

If only he’d listen to my side. But I knew he wouldn’t. He wasn’t interested in why his pretty little princess fought back at school. I was to attend school, study, look pretty, pass my classes if possible, earn my degree – in something ladylike – then get married to further his business.

That was my future, according to Charles Grant. Self-made man, CEO, billionaire, mogul, founder, and executive chairman of Grant International Holdings. He was the architect of the Grant Legacy. And I was the little girl who missed her mother and wasn’t allowed to grieve the loss.

No. Not anymore. 

Now I was just the daughter who would be married off to further the Grant legacy. And tomorrow, Dad would return, and the real punishment would begin.
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Astrid

My head was pounding when I woke. Anna opened the curtains and busied herself around my room, straightening my clothing, picking up the red dress I’d worn last night.

She gave me side eye as she collected the wig and shoes as well.

“Your father won’t like this, Astrid.”

I stuck out my tongue. “So don’t tell him.”

She shook her head and left, leaving me to dress.

Breakfast was waiting in the kitchen. When it was just me, I never ate in the dining room, preferring to be with Anna in the kitchen. She handed me a muffin. “Lemon lavender,” she said with a smile.

I took a huge bite. “Are you making all of my favorite foods because my dad plans to kill me later?”

She frowned. “He’s not going to kill you, darling. But yes, I am. Did you make your bed?”

I nodded. “Of course. Don’t I always?” A few crumbs tumbled from my mouth. Anna shook her head and began cleaning the counter.

Breakfast done, I wandered off, waiting for my executioner to return home.

Dad arrived just before lunch. He set his briefcase down, handed his luggage to Anna, and found me sitting on the sofa watching a movie. He didn’t say anything, just came and stood in front of the TV.

I sighed and clicked it off. It would begin like this: silence and disappointment. Fine. I wouldn’t speak either.

After a few minutes of silent stares, Anna returned.

“Sir, I’m just setting the table. You’ll join Miss Astrid?”

The inner sigh that escaped was for the return of Miss Astrid.

“Yes, Anna. Thank you. Set an extra seat for Fletcher, please.”

She nodded, “Yes, sir,” and left us alone.

“Who is Fletcher?” Silence over. I wanted to know who the old man was who was coming to our house. It’d better not be some pompous suitor for me.

“Fletcher is Robert’s son. He’s moved out here to start his new practice. He’s the therapist you’ll be seeing.”

“Ugh, Dad, seriously? That Fletcher? I barely know him. I was like ten last time I saw him.”

“You saw him at your mother’s funeral service. He came with his parents.”

Another reminder of mom being gone. Thanks so much, Dad.

“And why do I have to see him for therapy? Can’t I go to that lady Mrs. Bellamy sees?”

Mrs. Bellamy was our barmy neighbor. She was a widow, hilariously delightful, and frequently forgot to wear pants. But she was in her 80s, so I don’t think anyone minded too much. Plus, her husband’s grandfather had been the first Mayor of Briarwell.

“Ingrid Bellamy sees a geriatrician. By the time you need one of those, I’ll be dead.”

I sulked, slumping deeper into the sofa. “I don’t want to see a therapist, Dad. I don’t need one. I didn’t do anything wrong.”

He pointed a finger at me. The finger-pointing was his end-boss move. If I argued after the finger-pointing, I would be cut off for a week.

“According to Stanford, you do if you intend to graduate this June.”

“Fine,” I mumbled.

The bell rang, distracting Dad.

“Thank God, Fletcher is here. You can be his problem now.”

I glared at the back of his head as he left. I was a problem? Of course, Dad saw me as a problem. Well, if that were the case, then I’d be one hell of a problem for Fetching Fletch. 

Hope he remembered that nickname. If not, I was about to remind him.

I untangled my limbs and followed Dad. I had a plan forming. And it would be maximum resentment until Fletcher gave up and assigned me a new therapist. No way I was talking to that annoying boy who was too self-important to even speak to me at my mom’s funeral.

He was standing at the door, shaking Dad’s hand. He had luggage with him. Luggage?

“Why does he have luggage?” I demanded.

I heard Dad curse under his breath. “Because he’s staying here, princess. Until his place is finished. He’s renovating his parents' house.”

“Unbelievable,” I muttered, storming past them and running up the stairs.

“Don’t mind Astrid, Fletcher. She’s nice once you get to know her.”

“Wanna bet?” I called over the railing from the floor above.

I closed my door and stepped into my walk-in closet. I pushed aside the clothes and entered my bat cave. The monitors showed our security feed. I could watch that pompous ass wherever he went, except for the bathrooms or his bedroom. I wasn’t a creep.

Dad led him to the dining room for lunch. Fine. Then I would refuse to eat with them. I could eat in here. Anna let me do it before.
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