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      A lie. It’s all been a lie. Now she has to run. 

      

      Screw that. Gabe has staked his claim and hell if he’s going to let that go. She. Is. His. 

      

      She can run, but she sure as hell can’t hide. If she’s gone, then so is he.

      

      Purgatory can go to…well, hell.

      

      Nina should have read the prenup they signed a little closer. He made it clear he didn’t want her money, but he also made it crystal that she belonged to him in ways she hasn’t even thought of yet. 

      

      And who their parents are doesn’t change one damned thing. Neither does murder. If she’s got blood on her hands he DOES NOT care. 

      

      But the lies DO have to stop. One way or another this family has to come clean. Even if it costs them everything. 
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      Gabe Michaels stared at the door to his office that Nina, his new wife for all of a whopping twenty-two hours, had just slammed out of after telling them all to go fuck themselves. Part of him wanted to charge after her and make her listen to what he had to say. And part of him still couldn't comprehend what had just happened.

      As much as they needed to talk right now, there was someone else he had to deal with first. Shutting down the emotions for the woman he'd impulsively married after learning she was saving herself for a committed relationship, he turned and faced the room of shell-shocked witnesses.

      Mason, his boss, mentor, and supposed friend reacted first. “Well, that didn’t go well.”

      Gabe’s eyes narrowed at the man he thought he knew. “Shut the hell up. This is your fault.”

      Mason’s face darkened. “My fault? Fuck you, Michaels. If you hadn’t broken your promise this never would have happened. I never wanted her to know all this shit and I especially didn't want her to ever find out like this.”

      Gabe shook his head before turning to the rest of the occupants in the room. He’d deal with Mason in private. As if on cue, his secretary picked up on his unspoken wishes as soon as their gazes met. She turned to the two Doms still standing by his desk who had at some point released their submissive from her shackles and covered her in one of his many care blankets he kept in a basket near his desk.

      “Gentlemen, I think that’s our cue to take our leave. If you’d like, I can escort you to one of the other private rooms for your use."

      Leo, one of the regular Purgatory riggers turned to Gabe. “Are we done here then?”

      Gabe nodded. The previous all-important issue of their submissive Katie breaking discretionary protocol no longer seemed so dire. Not with Nina gone to God knows where and the emotional bombshell of both of their parentage still ricocheting through his mind.

      It had taken less than sixty seconds to flip his world upside down.

      “What exactly was going on here anyway?” Mason asked.

      Gabe stared at him unseeing anything other than a man who had lied to him over and over for years. The betrayal of a long friendship that threatened to choke him now. And he wasn’t about to accept him omitting the truth wasn’t technically a lie. A lie was a god damn lie and as lies go, this one had been a doozy.

      Finally, he shrugged. “Private issue. It’s over now.”

      The submissive between the two Doms whimpered. Probably grateful for the interruption that saved her from further punishment. Although if he knew Leo and Quinn, and he did, they were far from done. He had no doubt that Katie would not break club protocol again.

      And if he hadn't been an arrogant jackass, he could have avoided this scene altogether and never allowed Nina to visit Savannah alone. There were so many things he could have done differently to change the clusterfuck of today.

      Mason’s eyes narrowed and Gabe half hoped the man might push for more. Let him push. He’d end up with a hell of a lot more than he bargained for. It didn’t matter that Mason stood a couple of inches taller than him, or that he had a mean streak that made for a formidable opponent. They’d trained together more than once and Gabe already knew he could hold his own. Add in the rage whipping through his blood and he had no doubt he’d best the fucker.

      When the door finally closed behind the last of his other guests, Gabe turned his attention solely to Mason.

      “That is really what you wanted? For Nina to never know the truth? You really are an asshole, you know that? Did it never dawn on you that knowing that bastard Reverend wasn’t her biological father might have made her happier? She’s lived in agony for more than a decade. Hell, probably longer than that believing all the lies you people have force fed her. What the fuck is wrong with you? Why is the truth such a difficult answer?”

      “You should be careful what you say here. You don’t know shit about what I’ve had to do to protect this family. And now that the cards are out on the table you should know that includes you. In fact, I’ve done everything in my power to protect her and every other defacto sibling I’ve uncovered. You think my job is easy? Just fuck you, man. You don't understand shit."

      "Right now I don't care about me and I certainly don't care about what you've been through. It's all about her," his voice rose with every word. "She's been traumatized. How do you know the truth wouldn't have changed whatever it is she's got locked up in her head? Maybe had she known he was not her father, whatever happened that day wouldn't have happened and we all wouldn't be walking around on eggshells afraid this little house of cards you've built wasn't about to implode?"

      The dark look Mason shot him would have likely cut down any other man. But he'd seen and done enough. He would no longer accept any more bullshit from this family.

      "I didn't know he wasn't her father back then. Hell, I wasn't even sure I knew anything back then. It was all a damned guess until after he died and Victor came to me." Mason took another step closer, his face twisting with anger. "It's true I'm a bastard. I know this just as well as you do. Even Rebecca knows that and for some unknown reason, she still loves me. But—and this you'd better get through your thick skull right now—I do love my family. All of them, and that will always include Nina." He hesitated a moment before he continued, his face dark with his own rage. "Now don't get me wrong, I've never been the best when it comes to the whole love thing. I've screwed that up plenty of times. Yet, I still do everything in my power to hold us all together. That's what I do and it's what I will do until I die, no matter the cost."

      Some of the anger deflated from Gabe. He didn't like it, but it was a relief to know that Mason couldn't have done anything to prevent their father's death and Nina's pain. But this family was falling apart at the seams and maybe, just maybe...

      "Maybe you need to rethink your stance on the whole damned thing." Gabe fought at the nausea his thoughts were giving him. "Maybe this family is cursed. You ever think about that?"

      "That's ridiculous. I don't believe in curses."

      Gabe shook his head. "You don't have to take that literally. But, maybe this family doesn't need a puppet master anymore. You ever think of that? You say you've done nothing but fight to keep them together. Well, maybe they don't need or want to stay together anymore. Let it go, Mason. I'm starting to believe that together we're all toxic. I'm all for togetherness, but sadly that doesn't work in every case. Sometimes the best course of action is to go your separate ways."

      Too angry to continue, he slammed out of his office and headed towards the building exit. He'd said all he had to say on this subject. What really mattered to him was finding his wife. There were more than a few things he needed to say to her and it was time to set the record straight and spank her ass red while he was at it.
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      Nina huddled in a big fluffy chair in the corner of her best friend Tori's living room, clutching the toss pillow to her chest. It was hard to believe that only hours had passed since she'd embarked on a new adventure that she had hoped would change her life.

      Then, of course, her life had reared up and slapped her back down. Silly thinking on her part that she could ever escape the nightmare of her reality. She sighed.

      On the outside things had probably looked pretty rosy. She’d been an independent woman living the American dream of owning her own business with a solid group of friends and family who had her back when she needed them and vice versa.

      Except...

      It was all lies.

      Somewhere along the line, she’d begun hating having to work in the cafe with a vehemence that shocked her and most of the time she never wanted to go back. If not for her love of experimenting in the kitchen she would have gone insane by now. But even that had lost its sparkle in recent months.

      Years ago she’d been attracted to it because she needed money to live on and the cafe had practically been handed to her at a steal. That the property included a small cottage for her to live in at no additional cost had pretty much sealed the deal for her. So she’d gone for it.

      Of course, she'd never told anyone what she'd done to afford the place, to begin with. Mason had offered her money, which she'd refused. At the time she hadn't needed it. What she couldn’t scrape from her savings, Tucker had loaned from his art business. Memories she'd buried deep threatened to come out and send her back to a very dark place. She almost laughed out loud.

      Who was she kidding? She lived in a dark place. Her mind's recesses had recesses and they all held a multitude of secrets.

      Now it was up to her once again to pick up the tattered pieces and move on. Except this time, she needed to make a big change. A small business to run wasn’t going to cut it anymore. While she didn't have all the logistics figured out, far from it, there were two things she knew for certain. She needed to leave this crazy town once and for all and she had to turn over the cafe to her best friend.

      As if on cue, Tori walked back into the room. "So sorry about that. Hannah isn't feeling great today and she needs her mommy more than usual."

      Nina went to stand. "I am so sorry. I didn't mean to get in your way. Go back to your baby. I can see myself out."

      Tori's eyes narrowed and she gave her a suspicious look. "Nope. She fell asleep while I was in there, so you now have my undivided attention. Now go ahead and sit back down and tell me what's going on. I can see it's something serious."

      "I'm not sure I know where to start."

      Tori sat across from her on the couch, tucking one leg under her butt as she always did. Ready to dig into whatever had happened. That she could almost read her like a book amazed her. But over the time since she'd gotten to know the other woman, it hadn't been easy to keep the darker parts of her past away.

      "How about at the beginning? Since I've got a sick kid home from school and Levi is out of town until later tonight sourcing some cool tile for his house remodel, I'm all yours."

      "Unfortunately, I don't have a lot of time. Gabe's going to come looking for me and eventually he'll come here. I need to be gone before then."

      One of Tori's eyebrows raised. "And why would you not want Gabe to find you? He's your go-to guy for everything."

      Nina threw up her hands. "Oh my God, Tori, I temporarily lost my mind and now it is so complicated. And ugly and twisted. But, well, the gist is." She thrust her hands into her hair and pulled, trying to get the courage to tell her friend all of the details.

      "Just say it. Whatever it is you gotta rip it out like you rip off a band-aid. There just ain't no other way if it's stressing you out this bad."

      "Gabe and I got married."

      Tori squealed, jumping up from her seat. "What? Holy shit. No way."

      Nina panicked, looking towards both the door and Hannah's bedroom.

      "Fuck," Tori lowered her voice to a whisper. "I guess I gotta be a little quieter, huh? But oh mah GOD! You have to start spilling the details. Every last one. I'm going to explode over here. TELL ME!"

      She wanted to smile and jump for joy and bathe in her friend's excitement over this news. But that was impossible now. Their hours-long marriage had crashed and burned quicker than it began.

      "It's not good. I got in over my head."

      "Of course you did. It's Gabe. The man has freaking loved you forever and you've been in love with him just as long. Wait. How did this happen? Does anyone else know? Please tell me Mason doesn’t know. I want to see his face when he finds out."

      Oh boy. This was definitely marching into the land of weird. "One minute we were talking about how he wanted to help me access my forgotten memories and somehow I kind of told him that I've never had intercourse with a man. The next thing I know he's driving us to the courthouse and we got married."

      For a second Tori stared at her in stunned silence. Then she started laughing. And not a little tinkle haha laugh either. Nope. She laughed so hard tears started coming out of her eyes and she grabbed her stomach too.

      Nina leaned forward and put her head in her hands. She had no idea how Tori thought this was funny when her insides were shredded over this. Maybe she needed to get to the hard part.

      "I'm leaving town. Long story short, I found out some stuff, said a bunch of really mean shit and then I basically capped that off by telling Gabe he could go fuck himself. Now I'm handing over the cafe to you. It's time for me to try something new."

      Tori's laughter died instantly. "Wait. What? Girl, you are giving me whiplash with this conversation. Okay, let's back up. First things first. You married Gabe and then told him he could go fuck himself? You cannot drop that bomb and not explain yourself. Why in the hell would you do that?"

      She nodded. "Weeeelll." Why had she even started this conversation? She really needed to get on the road before Gabe came looking for her and the longer she put it off the more chance he got to catch up to her. If he confronted her tonight, things were going to get even uglier and she didn't think she could handle that.

      "Seriously, Nina. I'm not letting you out of my sight until I get some answers. And don't worry about Gabe. Even the pope himself couldn't get in this house unless I allowed him to. Levi is obsessed with security."

      "You don't understand. None of this is funny. Not a single second of it. Why I'm not curled up on the floor hysterical right now is the real mystery."

      Tori crossed to the chair and squeezed in next to Nina and wrapped her arms around her. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to make fun. It's just so—"

      "Crazy," Nina finished for her. "You got that right. I mean I got married."

      "Actually, that part I get. You love Gabe and he loves you. Any fool could see that. And if anyone deserves that kind of happiness together it's the two of you."

      "I think you might be wrong. At least partially. Gabe wanted me to formally submit to him. You know, with rules and protocols and all that stuff. He hoped those sessions would get to the memories of that night in the fire."

      "But he told you that sex would likely be involved and that forced your hand and you had to tell him about that stupid promise you made to your mother all those years ago. Of course, Gabe being Gabe, he asked you to marry him. Because he loves you."

      She shook her head. Love, if it were true, would never ever be enough to make up for what she did in his office. Humiliation burned inside her. "Don't count on that. Things went from unconventional to downright sick in a matter of hours. Hell, he might not even be looking for me. That might be wishful thinking on my part."

      "I doubt that. He has always been there when you needed him. It's how he's wired. I don't think you could ever do anything to change that."

      Nina barked a laugh, a harsh disgusting sound that scared her. "I basically accused him of marrying his sister." Tori's eyes widened at that little revelation. "Oh yeah, I didn't get to that part yet did I?"

      Tori shook her head, no longer looking as confident as before.

      "I went to visit Savannah today. Thought if I talked to her about her confession she could shed some light on what really happened all those years ago. Instead, that conversation went sideways and she informed me that Gabe is also one of Reverend Lewis’ sons."

      Tori gasped. "Oh my God that makes him your—"

      "It did. She let me believe I had married and fucked my own brother."

      "No. I can't believe this. She has to be lying. Didn't you give him a chance to explain?"

      "Just like you, I had to believe it was a lie. It's the only thing that kept me half sane on my trip from the jail to Purgatory. How ironic is that by the way? Only it wasn't a lie. He is the good Reverend's son. Mason confirmed it."

      Tears began to glisten in Tori's eyes and Nina felt her control slipping. "Please don't cry, Tori. If you cry, I will cry and once it starts it's never going to stop. I need to be very far away from here before I can let that happen."

      "What are you going to do?"

      "I told you. I'm leaving and I'm giving you the cafe."

      Tori shook her head furiously. "You know I'm happy to run that cafe for as long as you need me to, but you can't give it to me. I won't accept that."

      "It's already done. I called Victor on the way over and he is drafting the papers as we speak. As soon as I get settled somewhere I will have him send us the paperwork to sign and it can be yours. You can keep it a cafe or change it to a pie shop. Whatever you want. It's yours."

      Nina stood. "I'm sorry to come here and dump on you like this. You were the one person I couldn't bear to leave without saying goodbye. You'll give Hannah a kiss for me, right? Tell her Auntie Nina will call her soon and send her postcards."

      The tears Tori had been holding back began to fall. "I can't stand this. I want you to be happy, but I don't want you to leave."

      Guilt beat a staccato through Nina's mind. "I'm really sorry. If you truly don't want the cafe, don't feel obligated to take it. I can put it up for sale. Although, I don't want the money and I'd much rather hear about your pie selling adventures instead. I'm so glad you became my friend. I love you and Hannah so much."

      Tori couldn't talk because her crying had evolved to balling her eyes out. Her friend wasn't a pretty crier and the sounds coming out of her didn't exactly sound human.

      "Mommy, what's wrong?"

      Both women spun in the direction of Hannah because neither had heard her enter the room.

      "It's okay, baby. Mommy's fine."

      Of course, she didn't sound fine when she could barely speak the words and Hannah was no dummy even at nearly six years old.

      "Why are you crying? Are you hurt?" The little girl’s eyes shimmered with tears.

      "No, baby. I'm just upset. Just give me a few minutes and I'll be fine. I promise."

      "You should have some ice cream then. That always makes you feel better when you cry."

      Tori did her best to smile. "I know, baby. I will."

      Nina's heart broke over the stricken look on Hannah's face at her mother's distress. She'd caused that. It didn't matter that she didn't mean to. This is how the bad always happened in her life. On accident. She never meant to hurt Tori.

      She'd never meant to hurt Gabe either. But it happened. It always happened.

      With Tori on her knees coaxing her daughter back to bed, Nina slipped out the front door and left as quickly as she could.

      It wasn't until much later and hours away from home that she realized she'd not told Tori that Gabe wasn't actually her brother.

      Shit.
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      Gabe slammed his phone down on his desk and watched it splinter into pieces.

      "Fuck!"

      Three days. Three fucking days since she'd walked out of his office and he still didn't know where she was. Tori had come to him in tears, distraught that her friend had slipped away and frantic she didn't know how to contact her since she wasn’t answering her cell phone.

      Mason had visited him daily full of threats and ultimatums about Nina's whereabouts and the club to the point he'd nearly throttled the man. Gabe had walked out of Purgatory and had no intention of going back. Period. End of story. If anyone was going to go fuck himself, it was going to be Mason.

      Now they were all walking a tightrope of emotions until he figured this out.

      Gabe picked up the signed and sealed marriage license Victor had delivered to his home that morning. It was official. He and Nina were married and he had the legal paperwork to prove it. So why the fuck wouldn't anyone tell him where his wife was?

      He stood and paced across the room. She'd handed over her precious cafe to Tori without a second thought and a thorough search of her cottage had told him next to nothing. Other than she'd packed up only the bare necessities—at least for now. Other than those two things, Nina had vanished into thin air.

      The only other person who might have a clue to her whereabouts wasn't bothering to take his calls and was conveniently out of town with his wife. Tucker would know. He had to know. Other than Tori, he was the only other person she ever confided in.

      He slammed his fist against the wall. What the fuck was he missing?

      The pictures on the walls rattling didn't faze him in the least. He was ready to tear his house down to the studs if he thought that would help him find some sort of clue as to where she might go. She'd never talked to him about where she wanted to go in life or what she wanted to do. As far as he knew she had the job she wanted, in the place she loved. Her cafe and cottage sat across from the lake. If anything, she seemed to have found solace in the water. More than once he'd observed her in her kayak, just sitting peacefully amidst the sounds of nature.

      While she didn't take said kayak with her, he knew that wherever she went she would find a place in nature that would soothe her pain. She loved the country.

      His stomach cramped at the thought of her suffering. Yes, he was mad at the shit she'd heaped on him that day in his office. And hell yes, he was pissed beyond belief that she'd left without working things out with him. Fuck, they were married now. Isn't that what married people were supposed to do? Fight and makeup?

      Instead, she'd run.

      And he felt her pain as clearly as if she stood in front of him with tears in her eyes.

      He almost laughed at that picture. Not once in all the years, he'd known her had she come to him to share her pain. He always went to her. As he would again.

      The Dominant in him would accept nothing less than to use every opportunity to take her pain away, no matter how it came about. Did he feel the need to punish her once he found her? Hell yes, he did. But more important was the need to take care of her. They had married impulsively, but that didn’t matter to him. He took their nuptials as serious as if they’d been planned for years. She was his. Always had been. How in the hell did she not understand that yet?

      Whatever bad memories she’d suppressed, he would be the one to help her recover and move on from them. And he couldn’t care less if that meant finding out the woman he loved had committed murder.

      That bastard, his biological father (words he still didn’t want to utter out loud), deserved everything he got and more. If he was still alive…

      Gabe wanted to throw up. He'd yet to adjust to the explosive knowledge of his true parentage. Thanks to that lovely bit of information, pent up rage flowed freely through his veins now and every moment since Mason dropped that bullshit. Anger, like he'd never felt in his life, threatened to consume him if he thought too long on the facts.

      As much as he hated to admit it, Mason had been right to keep that information from him. Instead of focusing on hate, he'd spent most of his adult life focused on the love that his true parents had given him. Nina on the other hand, he might never forgive Mason for leaving her in the dark. Much, if not all, of the torment, that she lived with and occasionally allowed him to see, had mostly to do with the man she had believed was her father.

      She feared what he might have made her do. She feared someone else might find out, but most of all she feared becoming just like him.

      Ugh. He shoved a stapler across his desk, barely registering its crash to the ground. His thoughts were going to drive him insane. He couldn’t sit here in this house and wait. He had to do something.

      Staying another minute in this house was out of the question. She was everywhere here. In his room, his kitchen, his living room and especially this office. They’d made their deal here and he couldn’t stop hearing the words. “I don’t want to say no anymore. I just don’t know how to say yes.”

      He punched the wall again, this time making pain radiate up his arm and into his shoulder. He focused on that. Let the hurt wash over him. He wasn't often on the receiving end of pain, but he certainly understood well how thoroughly experiencing it could wipe everything else away.

      In fact, he got so caught up in his own head, he missed the front doorbell ring. It wasn't until someone pounded on it with their fists that he jerked to attention.

      He rushed through the house as the pounding continued. What the ever loving fuck?

      "I'm coming!" he yelled, hoping whoever was on the other side was ready to receive his wrath.

      The mystery guest continued to pound and each loud thud and subsequent vibration reverberated through his skull. If he wasn't careful he was going to have to kill the asshole on the other side of the door.

      Finally, he reached the door, unlocked the deadbolt and jerked the door open.

      "What the—" He got a quick flash of who stood there before a flurry of motion caught him off guard as a fist landed on his face and sent him reeling backward, unable to finish his question. As pain exploded, Gabe grabbed his head at the same time trying to steady himself on his feet. He spent a lot of time training in a boxing ring to stay in shape so he was able to recover rather quickly. Good thing because Tucker stormed into his house and punched at him again.

      This time Gabe saw the move coming and he raised his arm to block the brunt of it.

      "Motherfucker!" Gabe yelled at him, shoving at Tucker's shoulder with enough force that it pushed the other man into the opposite wall.

      "Me? That's fucking rich." His friend didn't say anything more before he came at him yet again. This time Gabe couldn't catch himself before falling and his shoulder connected with the entry table on his way down. More pain erupted.

      Unfortunately for Tucker, Gabe had built up a lot of anger and stress over the last three days and it had conveniently just found an outlet. With the other man advancing, Gabe had to act fast. He swung out his right leg, hitting Tucker behind the knee and knocked him off his feet.

      He slammed against the opposite wall as he fell causing the pictures hanging there to crash down on him. Glass shattered and littered the floor.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” Gabe demanded with a bellow.

      “Me? Fuck you,” Tucker spat.

      Both men got to their feet. Gabe tested his aching jaw to be sure nothing was broken.

      “What the hell did I do?” he asked.

      Tucker lunged. “You hurt my sister, mother fucker.”

      Gabe sidestepped, but damn Tucker was fast, he managed to clip him again on the side of his head. Fresh pain exploded across his temple. Gabe spun again and this time lunged for Tucker, tackling him to the ground.

      “Enough!” he yelled. “I did nothing to hurt, Nina. You know better than that.”

      “You married her. Without saying a word to any of us I might add. What kind of bullshit is that?”

      “She’s a grown woman capable of making her own decisions. She doesn’t need your permission to do anything. Maybe you need to remember that.”

      Tucker didn’t seem to care for his response considering the brute strength he used to wrestle free from Gabe. He stood to his full height, but instead of behaving like the casual billionaire he normally did, his face twisted in agonized anger as he attacked again.

      Both men slammed into the wall behind Gabe, again shaking the walls and sending more artwork crashing to the floor.  It wasn’t until Maggie came through the door screaming at them that Tucker finally broke focus long enough for Gabe to get the upper hand. He rolled them across the floor until he had Tucker pinned below him.

      “Stop,” Gabe demanded.

      “Let him up.” Maggie pushed at his shoulders and although it was against his better judgment, he did as she asked. It was hard to not do as the pregnant woman requested considering her condition. The look of distress on her face bothered him and he hated being a part of anything that could cause her discomfort.

      “Tucker Lewis.” She turned the full extent of her distress onto her husband. “What is wrong with you? Gabe is our friend and you know he cares about Nina. Get a hold of yourself.”

      Tucker wiped a touch of blood from his busted lip before he responded. “It’s his fault. If he hadn’t gone and married her none of this would have happened.”

      A loud sigh sounded from Maggie. “Don’t act like a petulant child over this. Nina is an adult capable of making her own decisions. The last thing she needs is any of her brothers trying to hold her back like a parent gone wrong. Not to mention she deserves the truth about her own life AND she deserved it long before now. Imagine being in her shoes right now. Would you have done anything different?”

      Gabe perked up at Maggie’s defense of his wife. “Do you know where she is?”

      Maggie started to answer, but Tucker cut her off before she could. “That’s none of your business, now is it?”

      He narrowed his eyes. “I am her husband. I think that gives me rights.”

      Tucker snorted. “That doesn’t give you shit as far as I’m concerned. If my sister doesn’t want you to know where she is, I’m sure as shit not going to be the one that betrays her. She’s been through enough of that lately.”

      Gabe stifled the urge to remind Tucker that Nina was not his sister. Despite the ache in his jaw and the likely blackening eye, he understood how shocking the news of Nina’s parentage or lack of parentage had to be for the man now standing in front of him—belligerence and all.

      She’d always been closest to him. Long before that fateful college night when he’d lost his parents and gained three unlikely friends that brought him into her life, Nina had turned to Tucker for everything.

      “Have you talked to her?” He was desperate for information and he didn’t care if he sounded needy or not.

      Maggie shook her head. “No. She’s not answering her cell phone for anyone that I know of.”

      Gabe nodded. He’d lost count how many times he’d tried her phone. Or the number of voicemails he’d left for her, almost begging her to talk to him. No, he wasn’t lacking in pride at the moment, but his worry for her safety outweighed his pride. Besides, once he got to her there’d be time enough to deal with her behavior. To say his hand itched to bend her over his knee and paddle her ass red was a massive understatement and he couldn’t get it out of his head.

      They had a lot to work through. But first, he had to find her.

      “I’m worried about her. The bombshell Mason dropped on her… Well, it came at about the worst time possible.”

      “Why is that?” Tucker sneered, not even bothering to hide the derision he obviously felt. “Did it inconveniently interrupt your plans to get my sister in your bed?”

      Gabe clenched his jaw. He wasn’t about to get into the nitty gritty details of he and Nina’s relationship up to this point nor what his future plans were. No one outside their marriage needed to know about the deal they’d made or the finer points of her disappearing virginity. If he and his wife wanted to take drastic measures to recover her lost memories, that was their business and no one else’s.

      However, he had to give him something if he had any hope that Tucker would tell him where Nina might have disappeared to. And he didn’t doubt for a second that he either knew where she’d gone or suspected her location.

      “Right before the bomb dropped, she visited your mother. That’s how this all started. So, I think the questions you should be asking are how in the hell did your momma know that I was yet another missing son? AND… Why did she keep that a secret from everyone all these years?”

      Tucker’s eyes narrowed and Gabe could practically see the wheels turning in his mind. In fact, he knew his friend so well he expected the denial any second now. He wouldn’t go so far as to call Tucker a momma’s boy, but he knew the man would go to the ends of the earth and back to protect his mother.

      “Tucker?” Maggie stepped closer and touched his arm.

      “I don’t know,” he finally answered, sadness weighing down his words. “For someone who apparently chose not to talk to us for years, she’s certainly become chatty.”

      Gabe agreed. Except when it came to the details they’d truly sought. “Although she still won’t discuss that night. That’s what Nina wanted from her and I don’t think she got it.”

      “You don’t think? What does that mean?”

      Gabe took an extra breath. He was on the edge of his temper and tired of this conversation. But he had to remember that Tucker was just as worried about Nina as him. The two of them were close. Probably the closest of them all. Neither Tucker or Nina had divulged a great many details about their time growing up, but he’d picked up enough to know that before he’d come along, she had gone solely to Tucker for solace and friendship.

      Which meant that if any of them knew where she was it would be him. And so far, the bastard wasn’t telling.

      “It means we didn’t get a chance to talk about it before she accused me of marrying my sister in front of half my staff.”

      Tucker winced. Maggie gasped.

      “Oh yeah. You missed the fireworks for sure. I’m sure the tongues will be wagging at Purgatory for weeks over this one. So much for privacy.” He felt his anger rising along with his voice. “Come to Purgatory. We’ve got incest, murder, fraud—probably kidnapping too. What a way to live up to the name.”

      Maggie stepped toward him and he took a step back. He didn’t want her any closer than necessary to his anger.

      She froze in mid step, her eyes widening in surprise. “I know it seems bad right now. But we’re going to work through this—together,” she said. “That’s what family does, right?” She looked between the two men, hope shining from her eyes. “We are family. So start acting like it. You can do that, right?”

      Gabe shrugged. “Don’t ask me. I didn’t even know I had a family until three days ago.”

      “I didn’t mean in the sudden way you’ve just found out you are biological brothers,” Maggie interrupted. “We were already a family. Now there just happens to be a blood connection too.”

      Gabe shrugged. “I don’t have a clue how this is going to work anymore.”

      “That’s going to be up to you,” Tucker said. “Levi and I had no clue either. Now I’ve lost a sister and apparently gained another brother. Things are fucked, man.” He threaded his hands through his hair before locking his gaze back on Gabe. “Oh, and I heard you quit your job. What the hell is that about? Purgatory doesn’t run itself you know.”

      Gabe shrugged. “Not my problem anymore. Let Mason deal with it. He likes to be in charge of everyone and everything. I don’t care. Right now I have one thing to focus on and everything else can either wait or simply be forgotten.”

      “You’re going to walk away from Purgatory just like that? After everything?”

      “For Nina? You bet. I am going to find her and when I do we’re going to work this shit out. She is my wife and I have every intention of keeping it that way. I don’t know what’s in her head right now nor do I know what other bomb fragments your mother might have dropped, but it’s my job now to make sure she’s all right. Mine, goddamit.”

      “You love her,” Maggie whispered.

      Since it wasn’t a question, Gabe didn’t answer.

      “Is that true?” Tucker asked, rubbing his jaw.

      Gabe nearly hurt his head rolling his eyes. “Are you seriously asking me that question? You’ve watched us like a hawk for years. What do you think?”

      Tucker smiled at him. “You have been trailing after her like a puppy dog all this time, waiting on her table scraps. I guess I shouldn’t be that surprised that you finally made a move.”

      “Fuck you,” he said, his patience for humor at an all-time low. “You know she hasn’t been ready.”

      “What makes you think she’s ready now?” Maggie interrupted. “Tell us what we’ve all missed as she’s been hiding away in your mansion unable to deal with reality.”

      Gabe ran his hands down across his face. “She told me she was ready. She’d reached the limit of what she could take from this family even before this latest explosion and agreed to let me help her. In my way.”

      Tucker’s eyes narrowed. “What the fuck does that mean?”

      He shook his head at his friend. “What the hell do you think it means? Don’t play daft now, asshole.” They may have been friends for a long time, but right about now he was beginning to question why. There were so many secrets surrounding these men. He had a feeling there was a lot they were withholding and he probably wouldn’t like them.

      Tucker paced away from him and Maggie followed. She placed her hand on his back and whispered something he couldn’t hear. Gabe’s eyes narrowed as he watched husband and wife interact. Maggie had a good heart, but she hadn’t been around that long. She’d brought Tucker out of the shell he had retreated to, but he wasn’t so sure even she had the whole picture. Lies once spoken, were difficult to change.

      Tucker placed a quick kiss on his wife’s forehead and walked back over to Gabe.

      “You can’t fix Nina with BDSM, if that’s what you’re planning. She’s not like that.”

      Anger surged through Gabe’s veins. “Nina doesn’t need to be fixed,” he seethed. “She doesn’t need to be coddled either. The fact you think so is what has led us here in the first place. It’s no wonder she’s run from this family.”

      “She’s my sister. I think I know more what she needs than you do.”

      Gabe laughed, a bitter sound that echoed through his entryway. “She’s my wife. How many times do I have to repeat it? And unlike you and your brothers, I don’t want to help her hide from the memories that, even locked so deep she can’t get to them, they haunt her. I’m going to help her access those memories in a safe place with a man she trusts. If you can’t accept that then I suggest you get the hell out of my way. Because this is happening whether you like it or not.”

      Tucker’s eyes narrowed, but he remained silent. As the two men stared at each other, Gabe could feel the tension thickening in the room. They were clearly at a crossroads in their friendship and what happened next could make or break their future. He only hoped Tucker realized it. He didn’t always think through his options when he felt backed into a corner. His impulsiveness had made him one hell of a football player in college and an incredible artist today, but everywhere else it made him more than a little bit dangerous.

      “Look Gabe, I get how you’re feeling here. We’ve all known you’ve had a thing for Nina for a very long time. But BDSM is not the answer for her. She’s afraid of it. That’s one of the reasons why we warned you away from her so many times. It was as much for your good as hers. You have needs she’ll never be able to meet. She’s just not like the rest of us.”

      Gabe sighed. It shouldn’t be this hard to make his friends understand. “You really think I don’t know Nina? That’s a serious insult coming from you. I did keep my distance, as you asked, and waited long past the normal limits of patience. But not because she wasn’t the right woman for me.” He shook his head. “You’re wrong. I know Nina. I have for a long, long time in a way you couldn’t as a brother. I only had to wait until she was ready.”

      “And you think she’s ready for you now? When her life is crumbling down around her?”

      “The only reason anything is crumbling is because Mason kept secrets. Probably the rest of you too.”

      Tucker started to say something, but Gabe interrupted him. “I don’t want to hear any more lies. I’ve had more than I can take for a lifetime. It’s time for action, not talk, so either help me or get the fuck out of my way.”

      A slow smile crept across Tucker’s face. “Maybe I was right about you all along.”

      “What?” the expression creeping across his face unsettled him.

      His grin grew larger. “I had a feeling about you two. I don’t know. I thought it would be impossible though considering your lifestyle and Nina’s disdain for it. But I guess if anyone can figure it out it will be the two of you.”

      Thoroughly confused, Gabe turned to Maggie for some help. “What the hell is he going on about? Did he hit his head or something because he just said—”

      “I know exactly what I said and I’m feeling somewhat satisfied with your response. Nina is my sister, no matter what biology says. That’s never going to change. We grew up together with her tagging along after me everywhere I went. As you know, we’ve always been close. But the night of the fire, something took her away from me. Sure, we’ve still been close, but she was never the same. And the only time I’ve ever gotten a glimpse of my real sister was when your sorry ass is around. I have my guesses about what happened that night, but only she and my mother know the whole truth and whatever that is, it is eating her alive.”

      “Then you understand that I have to do whatever it takes to help her remember. How else can she move on from that nightmare?”

      Tucker nodded. “I agree that it needs to get resolved. But I have a bad feeling about the truth. Whatever it is, it’s going to get a hell of a lot worse before it gets better.”

      Gabe tipped his head. “Agreed. And all the more reason why I need to find her sooner rather than later.”

      “I think I can help you with that. I’m not one hundred percent sure of her whereabouts since she’s ignoring my calls too, but I know of a place she might have gone…”

      Gabe turned and dug into the console table behind him and fished out his keys. “I never doubted you did.”
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      Nina huddled in front of the fireplace and rubbed her hands together. Despite the blazing fire in front of her and the thick blanket wrapped around her shoulders, she couldn’t get warm. How could she? The icy sensation came from the inside not outside. Ever since she had confronted Gabe in his office and Mason had uttered words that changed the course of her life, she’d lost all warmth.

      She’d lost Gabe.

      A lone tear that she didn’t bother to wipe away slid down her face and into the blanket. Why had she insisted on going to Savannah for answers? More importantly, why had she ever thought that woman would tell her the truth? They’d never been friends. Tucker’s mother had barely tolerated her as a child and even after that night that bound them together, they’d not said a word to each other since. No matter how many times she went with Tucker to visit her.

      Anger bubbled inside Nina. That family. Part of her family she’d thought. Jesus. They’d cost her everything. Including the man she thought she’d loved. Now she didn’t know what to think. The hatred she’d spewed at Gabe in his office, in front of an audience no less, had been unfair, to say the least. If she truly loved him why would she not have given him the benefit of the doubt? There was no excuse strong enough to wipe away the damage she’d done.

      No, if she was going to be honest with herself, and that was the whole point of this sabbatical, she’d been cruel. Unusually so. It reminded her of how her mother sometimes behaved when she thought she was being righteous. Her shining, and apparently everlasting example of what love was supposed to look like. That thought made her stomach twist as she tried to shake the image from her mind.

      There were too many things happening that made her uncomfortable in her own skin. And of her own making. The words that came out of her mouth to Gabe had dug deep into her soul, like claws burrowing under her flesh one slow inch at a time and refusing to stop or let go. And if it affected her this much, then she couldn’t imagine what it had felt like for him. The pain she’d caused.

      The shocked and stricken look on his face when she’d stupidly accused him of willingly marrying his sister had said it all. She couldn’t sleep at night because she feared seeing the pain etched into his beautiful face in her nightmares.

      The worst part was… She’d known better and if she’d bothered to take ten minutes to think things through, or talk to him without wild accusations, she would have known. There were a lot of damn things she couldn’t be sure about, but Gabe’s loyalty to her wasn’t one of them. He’d proven that to her time and again over the years. Always willing to be the rock she desperately needed.

      God, she missed him something fierce. Her heart ached from regret of what could have been, and more importantly she ached from the loss of his friendship. Of his trust.

      Her mind stuttered, refusing to acknowledge the pain.

      In her one defense, she’d tried to warn him this would happen if they got intimately involved. Intimacy was a dangerous road with no U-turns allowed. The promise she’d made to her mother to save her virginity for marriage had been shockingly easy to make. And even more surprisingly easy to ruin.

      Nina took a deep breath and forced her mind to do something else. Eventually, she would have to stop this pity party and find a way to move on to a new life. One without her family and friends.

      She couldn’t hide out here for much longer before someone found her. She and Tucker might be the only ones who knew about this place, but that wouldn’t protect her for long. Her big brother would eventually seek her out.

      Pain sliced through her. She had to face facts. Tucker wasn’t her brother and neither were Levi or Mason. Everything. God dammed everything was a lie. Her whole stupid life!

      Nina surged to her feet, unable to sit still another second. She needed to do something. Anything. She searched the immediate area for something to throw. Since no one had used this cabin in quite a while there wasn’t much to grab. She settled on the hand carved coasters sitting on the coffee table and flung them across the room. Unfortunately, her aim was off and one crashed against the window.

      She gasped, waiting for the glass to shatter. When it didn’t she didn’t know whether to sigh in relief or cry in frustration. She couldn’t even have a proper fit. Instead, she dropped back onto the couch and let her head fall into her hands.

      “Feel better?”

      Nina screamed and scrambled across the side of the couch, seeking cover while searching for something to use as a weapon.

      “Whoa. Whoa, it’s just me.”

      Nina barely heard him over the roar of her pulse as it rocketed straight into orbit. “Gabe?” She peered over the arm of the sofa to find him standing in the doorway, his broad shoulders filling most of the space around him. Was her mind playing tricks on her now? How could he—

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you. It’s just you looked pretty frustrated and I didn’t want to interrupt until you were done. Are you done?”

      She lifted her hand to her chest and tried to calm her racing pulse while also choosing to ignore his sarcasm. “You did scare the hell out of me. Have you forgotten how to knock?” She rose to her feet and moved away from her hiding spot while keeping plenty of distance between them. “And no, I’m probably not done, but the urge to throw something else right now has temporarily subsided.”

      He arched his brow, a questioning but sexy look on the man she could technically still call husband. Or could she? He could have had their marriage annulled by now. She pushed the thought away. It didn’t matter. She had no right to call him anything. However, that didn’t stop her from noticing everything about him. Such as how delicious he looked standing there, with his tousled dark hair and three-day-old scruff on his face that made him look even hotter than usual. And that was saying something considering every time he walked into the same room as her, he took her breath away.

      Taking a moment to take more of him in, she also didn’t miss the way his dark slacks hugged his legs to perfection (probably tailored like that on purpose). Or the way his long sleeve thermal shirt hugged his broad chest and thick arms. Then there were the buttons undone at the neck that allowed her to get a peek at the muscles and tattoos that always made her hands itch to touch him. She’d never denied what a fine specimen of manhood he was. And even if she tried, the flutters low in her stomach would call her out as a big fat liar.

      But it was the intensity in his eyes as he stared back at her that made it difficult for her to maintain eye contact. He’d yet to cross the cabin threshold and she already felt like a captive from a single look. Or maybe hunted. Yeah, hunted. That seemed to fit this scenario much better.

      “How did you find me?” She immediately waved her hand in the air. “Never mind. I know. Only one person could have told you about this place. The traitor.”

      Gabe stalked forward and closed the door behind him. “You consider Tucker telling a desperate man where to find his wife traitorous?”

      The word wife zinged through her like a bolt of lightning, a flash of heat left behind in its wake.

      “Not much of a wife now am I? In fact, I would have expected you to have our marriage dissolved by now.” It was a sham anyway, although it hurt to admit even if only to herself.

      “I have no intention of having our union dissolved, so you can get that thought out of your pretty little head. We made a deal that you belong to me now, even put pen to paper to make it official and I’m here to make sure you live up to your end of the bargain.”

      She sputtered, unable to form words as images of what he’d just implied popped into her head. As she tried to gather her thoughts into coherent sentences, he edged closer.

      Without thought, she took several steps back until her back collided with the wood planked wall. The flutters in her stomach turned to a full flight of massive movement. “You don’t mean right—right now, right?”

      “Now is as good a time as any. We’ve already missed out on several days due to your disappearance. An event brought on by lies I had no part of, by the way. So, we’ll just call this your chance to make up for that lapse in judgment.”

      Nina snapped her head up, her mouth open and ready to let loose with where he could go to wait for her to make up anything, but something in his eyes stopped her. It wasn’t arrogance like she’d expected. That she knew what to do with. Instead, he stared down at her with what looked a lot like hope. A surge of shock coursed through her, causing her to snap her lips back together and all the words she thought she wanted to say to die on her tongue.

      Her mind reeled. How could this be happening? Wasn’t he—? “I don’t understand. You aren’t mad at me?”

      He smiled, but it wasn’t an easy going happy thing that crossed his face. Uh huh. That smile had darkness written all over it. Not to mention intent and it was aimed squarely in her direction.

      “I’m a lot of things right now,” he said. “I think I’ve encountered and dealt with every tumultuous emotion known to mankind since you slammed out of my office. Anger, pride, disappointment…”

      Her stomach jerked at the last. It still made her ill every time she thought of the awful words she’d spewed at him. None of which he truly deserved.

      “I am upset that you ran away without giving us a chance to discuss what’s going on inside that head of yours. And yes, I was angry at the horrible assumptions you accused me of. You knew better. I know you did. You know me better than that whether you want to admit it or not. So feel free to begin your apology tour whenever you’re ready.”

      She wanted to laugh at his words, but couldn’t. The truth behind the humor hurt too much. “I didn’t mean it,” she whispered. “I know you would never do the things I accused you of. I don’t even know why I said those things. I was just so…” Her head dropped forward.

      “Upset. Devastated? Most of which I take the blame for.”

      Her head jerked up. “What? Why in the world would you be to blame?”

      He stopped advancing just a couple of feet in front of her. This close the intensity in which he stared at her doubled. No tripled, making it almost its own living breathing thing between them. And considering his proximity it made it difficult for her to breathe.

      “I made a huge miscalculation and for that, I owe you an apology.”

      “What?” She shook her head. “No, that’s crazy. I did this,” she cried, her eyes beginning to burn with unshed tears.

      He reached out and touched her cheek. “I never should have let you visit Savannah Lewis alone. I knew—hell we all knew—what a wild card Tucker’s mother was. Or still is for that matter. Either way, I underestimated her, but you can rest assured I won’t ever do that again.”

      She shook her head as pain seared through her. “I would have insisted on going alone. You have to know that about me. I needed to do it. You can’t slay all my demons, Gabe. Not anymore.” She swiped at her eyes, refusing to let the wetness stain her cheeks. “But you are right about one thing for sure. We all underestimated her. Something is very wrong with her.”

      “I don’t like it,” he said, nodding his head. “Whatever she’s up to, her motives are not clear and that’s dangerous. But in your case, whether you like it or not, it was my job to protect you from her and I failed.”

      “I’m not a job, Gabe. I can protect myself.” He was beginning to sound a little cavemanny and it made her stomach tickle.

      “You’re my wife, Nina. My wife. Do you even understand what that means yet?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “She hurt you. Hurt what is now mine. That is something I cannot forgive.”

      Nina shuddered at the caress of the word mine that slid across her skin much like a lover’s touch. The possessiveness that came with such a simple statement should have revolted her, made her cringe. Instead, it became the opposite as she fought to breathe against the deep longing he created inside her.

      “She keeps secrets. Old ones. And we all know, well kept secrets, no matter how benign or shocking, will eventually hurt like a bitch. Whatever it is, it’s going to hurt people I love.”

      Gabe touched his thumb to her bottom lip and traced it from one side to the other. “I know, baby. If it didn’t hurt, your mind wouldn’t hide it from you. I shudder at the thought of what else she knows that we don’t. Who will she strike at next?”

      “I don’t think she’d ever do anything to hurt Tucker,” Nina whispered, the effects of his touch making it harder to talk. “Do you?”

      He shrugged. “I’m not putting anything out of the realm of possibility. All the more reason we need to finish what we started. You can’t keep hiding from the truth. We need your memories, wife.”

      He took another step closer and wrapped his hand around the side of her neck. Nina sucked in air as her body tingled from the firm grasp of his fingers against her skin.

      Did he know that calling her his wife was melting something inside her each time he said it? It took sheer force of will not to slide her eyes closed and let Gabe do whatever he wanted. It had only been three days and yet, she’d missed him so much. That chasm of emptiness that had opened the moment she slammed out of his office began to slowly fill.

      “What if I say no?” She wouldn’t, but she needed to hear his answer.

      His fingers tightened and a little sliver of fear breached her mind.

      “That is your right. It always is.” He paused, staring into her eyes. “It would be a shame, though. I’ve never given you a reason to say no to me, Nina, and every reason to say yes.”

      “I’m not saying I don’t want to try, but I don’t know if I can,” she panted, her breath hitching. “I’m just not sure about anything anymore. Look what a few words from Savannah did to us. What happens when you learn whatever secrets I might be hiding? I don’t think it’s going to be good for us.”

      “Stop worrying about me, baby. Forget about what I might think. It’s time for you to think about your needs. Do you not want the truth? Don’t you need it?”

      The truth. She almost laughed. Her life had turned into a house of cards. One more puff and who the hell knew what would rain down on her next. “You want the truth?” she asked.

      “Always. I don’t care how uncomfortable it makes you. Without it, we have nothing to start with and nothing to keep going on.”

      She pulled to the side, disengaging from his touch. To her surprise he let her. “I don’t want to learn the truth if it’s going to destroy us,” she admitted, a little surprised the words had actually come out.

      A slight smile curved his lips. “Not going to happen. We made a deal. And more importantly, I made a commitment whether you understand the depth of that or not. Although you will.”

      She winced. “Gabe, how can you say that? Savannah told me one little thing and I lost my shit. What’s going to happen next time? I don’t want to hurt you again.”

      “That’s why we have to control how things happen. If you submit to me. And I don’t mean going through the motions. If you place your trust and well being in my hands for real, I will make sure you are protected. If you give that gift to me, I promise you won’t regret it. No one, and I mean no one will come between me and my submissive.”

      Her stomach fluttered. She’d lived for years afraid of that word, believing to her core that she could never fulfill what Gabe needed. Despite that, he never hesitated to be at her side when she needed him most. One day at a time, he’d chipped away at her armor until a whisper of possibility got through. And just when she thought she could accept he might be right, the rug had been pulled out from under her.

      Again.

      “I don’t know what to think anymore, Gabe. Everything I thought I knew has changed.”

      He smiled at her, the skin around his eyes crinkling. “You aren’t his daughter. Which means his legacy can’t hurt you. You don’t have to be afraid.”

      She harrumphed. “I’ve lived with the knowledge that I potentially killed my own father for a decade. A few words in one day hasn’t wiped out all those years of fear. It doesn’t even feel real.”

      “Then replace those feelings with something that is actually real. We’re married, Nina. You and me.”

      “Only because of a stupid promise I made to my mother.”

      Gabe snorted. “Keep telling yourself that, babe. We had to fuck, that’s for sure. The sexual tension between us had built to the breaking point and we both needed it just so we could function again. But that sure as hell isn’t why I married you.”

      Heat flushed her neck at his reference to their first time having sex. Images from that encounter filled her head. “You don’t have to be crude about what we did.” Although she actually didn’t mind. Her brain had gone there several times since he arrived and countless times before his appearance.

      He strode over to her in three swift steps, crowding her space again and encircled his arms around her waist before pulling her hard against his front. “It’s not crude. It’s honest. Fucking is a good thing and between us it’s great. You don’t dance around what we wanted for as long as we did without straight up fucking. And it sure as hell won’t be the last. So get used to it, cause I plan to fuck you every chance I get.”

      Nina’s insides shook with every forceful word spoken and she had no idea how to respond.

      “I think you have ruined me,” he whispered against her ear. “I can’t sleep at night without you in my bed. Three restless nights without you curled against my side and my dick hurts almost as much as my heart.”

      Nina whimpered as a fresh onslaught of emotion overwhelmed her. “I’ve missed you too. I thought I’d lost you forever.”

      He lifted his head and looked down at her. “You really thought you could get rid of me that easily?” he asked, with the beginning of another smile tugging at his lips.

      “I never thought you would forgive me. What I did was reprehensible.”

      He shook his head. “No, Nina. What you did was impulsive and definitely a little reckless, but understandable given the circumstances. Savannah cut you deep and you reacted. Was it the best way to handle the situation? Definitely not. Did it work out okay in the end? We don’t know yet, but I believe it will.”

      She blinked up at him. “Seriously, I don’t know how you can say that. I’ve embarrassed you, hurt you and humiliated myself.”

      “No one ever dies from embarrassment, Nina. It did, however, force Mason to reveal one of his secrets. Do you have any idea how hard that is to do?”

      She screwed up her face as she thought about her brother. Or not her brother. Gah. She was so confused. Her and Mason had a back and forth relationship over the years due to his protective nature. He spent more time grumbling at her than actually talking to her. That didn’t mean she wanted to get rid of him. For better or worse and despite the arguing, she liked having him in her life. It was nice knowing at times he had her back. She couldn’t exactly turn off the sister gene now just because of a sudden technicality. There were long held familial emotions involved.

      “I do indeed know what a feat it was to get Mason to reveal something so important. Although I don’t understand why he waited. He could have told us this ages ago. The whole thing feels cruel, and despite his many faults, I never saw him as that.

      Gabe nodded. “He could have told us. But then what? Were you eager to discover your family is not really related to you after all? Does it feel better to trade three brothers in order to lose a bastard father?”

      She frowned at the sharp stab of pain his question caused. “Of course not. For better or worse and despite being huge pains in my ass over the years, they were my family and I loved them.”

      He tucked his finger under her chin and lifted her head until their gazes again met. “You say that in the past tense. Did you suddenly stop loving them?”

      “Of course not.” She tried to wriggle away from him, but he refused to let her go. “But I can’t go back and change things. I can’t pretend I didn’t hurt you and I can’t pretend my reality hasn’t changed.”

      Gabe frowned, his forehead creasing in an adorable way despite what it meant. “We aren’t going to get very far if you can’t put your behavior behind you. I can see the pain your guilt is causing and it’s not necessary.”

      She reached up and pushed her hands against his chest. She couldn’t breathe and she needed some space. This time he let her go. “I think I’m broken.” She choked back another sob, determined to face this with at least some dignity, if nothing else.

      Gabe shook his head and sighed. “You are not broken. This is a temporary setback. It’s not abnormal for your emotions to get tangled up in this mess. But I can see that this situation calls for more than a simple discussion. You’ve spent three days wallowing in your guilt alone in this cabin. Not exactly productive was it?” His voice deepened, taking on a tone she recognized.

      “You don’t have to make it sound so pathetic,” she whined, taking a step back.

      “I’m not. But we both have to put what happened behind us and move on. At least in so far as it affected our relationship. Would it make you feel better to be properly punished first and then forgiven?”

      Her body jerked at his question. “I’m not a child, Gabe. Sending me to my room or taking my phone away isn’t going to make a difference.”

      He lunged forward and grabbed her wrist, pulling her against his hard frame. “No, my wife, you are one hundred percent woman. But right now your smart mouth makes me want nothing more than to turn you over my knee and spank your ass until it burns and then bend you over the arm of this couch and fuck you until there is no doubt in your mind that this is real and that nothing you can say will change the fact that you belong to me.”

      Every single muscle in her body stilled. There was no way in hell she’d heard him right. And there was certainly no way the words he’d said were making her insides tingle.

      Except she had and they were.

      What should have sounded childish and ridiculous, had given her a jolt of hope. Something she hadn’t felt in days and feared might never again. Now instead of fear and sadness filling her mind, she felt anticipation—and—arousal.

      “Cat got your tongue?” he asked, a slight smirk curling up the right side of his face. “Or are you afraid to admit you liked what I said?”

      Yes. “No, I’m not afraid. I’m just not sure how a spanking is going to make me feel better. Sounds silly and potentially painful.”

      “It will be painful. But lessons need to be learned so we can both move on. Don’t you agree?”

      She hesitated, unsure. Well, not exactly unsure since deep down she wanted to say yes. More like what kind of person would want to say yes to this?

      “Don’t overthink this, Nina. You are overwhelmed by guilt and it’s unnecessary. If you can’t let go of it after talking it out, then we have to free it another way. Are you willing to keep an open mind and put your trust in me?”

      She blinked, each one of his words slaying her. God, she was so tired of rehashing her mistakes in her head. If there was even a slight chance he was right… She nodded before she could change her mind. Part of her feared she would regret saying yes. Gabe was well known at Purgatory for his degrees of punishment and the pleasure he took in doling it out. Something she’d always been curious about…

      “Do I look like the kind of man to accept a nod?” He pulled her over to the couch, took a seat in the middle and spread his legs so she could fit between them. “Say the words, Nina. Tell me what you want from me. I will accept nothing less.”

      She tried to swallow around the lump that had suddenly formed in her throat. It would be so much easier if he just did whatever he wanted. She deserved whatever punishment he saw fit. Except easy wasn’t exactly the point was it? And she had a feeling he’d wait all night if that’s what it took. Gabe Michaels would do nothing she didn’t ask for, including hurt her.
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      “I want to get past this, Gabe, I really do. Please.”

      He stared at her, his focus not wavering at all. “I know you do, baby, but that’s not enough. Tell me.”

      She opened her mouth to give him what he needed and the foreign words died on her lips. How could she want this?

      "You are the strongest, most resilient woman I've ever known. Admitting you need something doesn't change that. Don't let your head get in the way. Go with your gut."

      Her eyes squeezed shut for a moment. He really could see inside her. And yet, hesitation still lodged in her throat. What he was asking...

      Stop it.

      She opened her eyes and looked at the man in front of her. There was no arrogance or ego stamped across his face. This man—her husband now—didn't play games with her. He said what he meant and did only what he wanted. Now it was her turn to take a page out of his life and be brave.

      She swallowed thickly and pushed the words out. “I need to be punished by you so I can be forgiven.” Her stomach jolted at the stark clarity those words gave her. “Please, Sir.”

      A guttural groan slipped from him at the last, almost making her smile. But he gave her no time for that before he pulled her onto his lap, wrapped his hands around her head and pulled her into a kiss. No, not just a kiss. More like two mouths crashed together in the midst of a chaotic storm, where only one person can emerge the master. Him. Always him.

      He angled to the side and took them deeper into the epicenter. A place she had no hope for escape. No desire for escape, actually. Her stomach swooped. Somehow with no words, she felt to her core how much he desired her. He claimed, she gave, and everything she’d wished she could say to him she poured into his unrestrained kiss. A few short days ago she’d been unsure if she could ever give him what he needed. Now she knew she’d die trying. Didn't he deserve that?

      She hadn’t married him on a whim either, despite what she said. She’d been waiting all these years for the right time even when she refused to admit it to either one of them. She’d been dumb to push him away. Dear God, she hoped she learned her lesson today. Then maybe she could keep him.

      Gabe tore his mouth free from hers and she whimpered in protest.

      “Don’t worry, babe. There will be plenty of time for that later. But first things first. Take your clothes off.”

      “But—” she started to argue until he narrowed his eyes at her and gave her that intense face look. It said, stop talking, be a good girl and do as I say. So she shut her mouth and stood on weak legs to comply. Wearing only yoga pants and a t-shirt with no bra, it took her just seconds to discard them and toss them aside. What could she say? Alone in the middle of nowhere meant there had been no reason to dress to impress. Not that she’d do that anyway. Casual comfort had and always would be, her style.

      “Lay stomach down across my lap. While I'd prefer a spanking bench or at least a hard desk for this kind of thing, this will have to do this time.”

      This time? Another jolt of arousal shot through her. What exactly did it say about her that, despite her apprehension, she was getting turned on by the idea of him spanking her? And that it might not be the only time this happened. Instead of answering those questions, she pushed them aside and positioned herself face down across him on the couch.

      She yelped when he suddenly grabbed her hips and dragged her into position. But it was when his warm hand touched her bare behind that she nearly shot off his lap.

      He chuckled. “You know, under different circumstances this could be fun and sexy as hell. Not that it isn’t sexy now. Your beautiful body is no hardship to enjoy and I plan to see you naked and ready for me as much as possible. Only this isn’t going to be a spanking for pleasure this time, is it?”

      She shook her head. “No,” she mumbled into the well-worn seat, kind of regretting that she hadn't been able to readily accept his forgiveness. His hand continued to rub her naked ass and she found it increasingly difficult to keep her thoughts straight as he did.

      “You came to my office and lashed out.”

      “I was hurt and in—” she started to defend herself and stopped. This wasn’t the way to accept responsibility.

      “Did I ask for an explanation?" He didn't wait for her to answer before he continued. "But yes, you were hurt and rightfully so. So in return, you wanted to make me hurt.”

      “No,” she cried. She couldn't let him believe that. "I didn't want to hurt you."

      Instead of a response, he stopped caressing her. But his hand was only gone for a moment before it slammed down across both cheeks with a stinging slap. At first, the shock of it stole her breath, until a moment later the fire he left behind burned deep into her skin.

      Holy shit.

      "Yes, you did. And you did hurt me, Nina. Your accusations ripped me open and made my heart bleed."

      Tears sprang to her eyes at his words and dripped slowly down her cheeks. She wasn't sure if they were the result of the pain still burning across her backside or from the confession he'd just made. The raw hurt in his words sliced at her flesh far worse than his hand. She'd known what she did had been bad, but had no idea exactly how bad—until now.

      "I'm so sorry," she whispered.

      "I know you are, baby. And I know you didn't mean what you said. But you wanted honesty from me and you need this discipline to understand it. Even more, I believe you want my discipline."

      He punctuated his words with a rapid succession of slaps to her ass that tore through her like a flash fire from an explosive Molotov cocktail. Fast and furious he continued until each one tore fresh sobs from her chest.

      "I told you nothing would be more important than honest communication and trust between us. And that goes both ways. Not only do you have to trust me, but also I have to trust you. What we have together already burns impossibly hot, but I promise you it's going to get bigger. And if we can't trust each other, then one or both of us is going to get very hurt in this process."

      Nina heard his words loud and clear through her cries, and while they did penetrate her brain, she couldn't form a reasonable response through the hot streak of pain currently consuming her.

      "Nina, do you understand?" The blows suddenly stopped and she gasped as the heat continued to build anyway. He'd not gone easy on her and she knew she'd be feeling it every time she tried to sit for the next several days.

      "Nina, answer me," the harsh demand in his voice pulled her out of her fuzzy thoughts as she tried to focus more on him.

      When she still didn't respond, he rolled her to her side so she faced him. "Goddammit, Nina. Talk to me."

      "I—" she gasped. Her head felt like it had been stuffed too full with cotton and all of her thoughts and words were trapped inside the thousands of puffy strands.

      Gabe cupped her chin and gently drew her chin to face him. "Look at me, Nina."

      His face swam in her vision, but her eyes refused to focus.

      "Are you with me, wife?"

      Her rambling thoughts halted at the word wife. She liked when he called her that. It felt like it really meant something. "Kind of," she finally answered.

      He did something to her eyes and his face drew closer. First one side and then the other. But whatever he was doing it felt like it was a million miles away.

      "Tell me how you feel," he demanded.

      She opened her mouth and she thought words were coming out, but she wasn't totally sure what they were. Her brain and her mouth weren't communicating very well.

      Suddenly he got right back in her face. So close she felt his warm breath brush her skin.

      "Hi," she said, a smile crossing her face.

      "You don't understand a word I'm saying, do you?"

      She only continued to smile. She definitely heard words coming out of his mouth, but her brain wasn't listening. It was off on a cloud somewhere."

      "I'm not sure how it happened, but I think you've crossed over into subspace or something like it. But it shouldn't have happened that quickly. Or that easily. You were so resistant. Whatever it is, you look more relaxed now. Thank fuck."

      She had no idea what he was talking about, but he didn't look upset with her anymore. She reached up and touched his lips. He should kiss her instead of talk to her.

      "Oh, should I?" he asked.

      Nina stared at him. Had she said those words out loud? She hadn't heard a thing. But he was looking down at her with an entirely different expression on his face and she was pretty sure his eyes had darkened as well.

      "Are you hungry for more, babe? A little cock maybe. Is that what you need now?"

      She smiled. She could be crude too. "Your cock,” she laughed. “Just yours."

      His chest rumbled and she thought she heard him growl. A little of the fog in her brain had begun to clear, but she still had some sort of buzz going on inside her.

      The one thing she did notice was his hands and how one gripped her hip real tight while the other stroked her ass in soft, soothing motions that made little tingles erupt in its wake. Already the fire from her spanking had dissipated. Or more like the heat had relocated to between her legs.

      "Need you," she whispered.

      "I know, baby and you've got me. I'm not going anywhere."

      She tried to shake her head. "No, need you. Like inside me."

      He chuckled, the sound emanating from deep in his chest. "Got that too. But first, you come. And then when you're fully present again, nothing will stop me from fucking that sweet cunt of yours."

      Her body jolted at his words.

      So dirty.

      And delicious.

      Before she could finish processing what he'd said, his hand dipped between her legs, sliding a finger through her wetness before pushing inside her.

      She made a sound that didn't quite register in her brain that she hoped had been a simple moan. Because holy shit his finger was working magic. Thrusting and turning, he swept her insides hitting every damned nerve ending she didn't remember she had.

      "Gabe," she cried, when he hit a particularly sensitive spot.

      "Mmm," he whispered low and close to her ear. "I've found the good place."

      He no sooner said the words before his finger swept across it again. Her hips jerked and the rising sensations threatened to blow her head off.

      "Oh my God," she cried, grabbing onto his bicep.

      "How bad do you want to come right now, babe?"

      So bad she could barely speak as he slid a second finger inside her. Did he really expect her to answer questions right now?

      When his thrusting fingers ceased moving, she opened her eyes and looked into his to see that indeed he was waiting for a response.

      Her fingers dug into his arm. "Please, Gabe. Don't stop."

      Something dark and dangerous crossed over his face and she half expected him to flip her over and fuck her into the couch. But when a slight smile tugged at the corner of his mouth, she understood enough to know that he'd re-leashed his legendary control. A wisp of disappointment drifted through her.

      "Say the words, Nina. Ask me to make you come." He punctuated his own words with firm strokes of his fingers that threatened her sanity.

      She jerked her hips in tandem with his movements until her brain began to melt.

      "Gabe," she gasped again, unable to think of anything other than what he did to her body. "Please make me come." The last she wailed as he firmly rubbed her g-spot until the invisible tether holding her to the ground broke free and sensation engulfed her.

      She was pretty sure there were screams filling the room. Her screams. But it was impossible to hear over the roar in her ears as her muscles spasmed over and over again.
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      By the time Nina collapsed against him she was nearly unconscious and little streaks of blood dotted his arm from where she'd scratched at him when she lost control. And with each continuing flutter of her muscles around his fingers, his already engorged dick protested.

      This woman slayed him in every way.

      He eased free from her body and lifted his soaked fingers to his mouth. The sweet tang of his wife made him crazy as he warned his body that it had to wait. There were many times in his life where he'd been forced to exercise control against his will, most of them with Nina, but this had to be one of the worst.

      They had time. Sort of.

      Not that his dick gave one shit about anything other than her pussy right now. Or maybe her ass.

      He groaned. Thoughts like that were not going to help.

      Instead, he focused on her, giving half a thought to retrieving a blanket and some water. But even he only had so much restraint and he was feeling selfish about having her in his arms again. In a matter of moments, she'd tucked herself under his arm and the sound of her steady, deep breathing had begun. She had fallen asleep.

      It reminded him how much she usually trusted him to keep her safe by turning to him when life got bad. Of course, that always changed when she thought he might get too close or her own emotional attachments became evident. In those moments she liked to run and he needed to break her of that once and for all.

      Instead of getting up, he shifted to the side and stretched out on the couch. She instinctively followed him, keeping glued to his side and his warmth. The only regret to this situation was the fact he'd not removed his own clothing. Having her pressed to him now, skin-to-skin, would be infinitely better. First world problems, right?

      While she slept, he thought about everything. From the simple pleasure of tracing patterns across his wife's naked skin to the complex issue of her missing memories. While using BDSM and subspace to relax her stranglehold on the decade old blockage had been his idea, he honestly had no idea if it would work. Although he'd been pleased when she'd so easily slipped into the relaxed mind space she so deserved.

      His wife—he really couldn’t stop calling her that—worried too much. About her family, her past and maybe even about him. He still didn't think she believed that he would not be fazed by whatever secrets she kept locked in her beautiful mind. He paused to give that some extra thought. Was there the potential that the truth would make him angry? If someone had hurt her, and he believed that the most likely scenario at this point, hell yes. Angry with her? No. Scratch that. Hell no.

      If  (and in his mind, it was still a pretty big if) she killed that bastard, then he fucking deserved it. Although it was hard to wrap his brain around Nina killing anyone. She was a people pleaser whether she knew it or not. It was one of the reasons he believed she would make one hell of a submissive. Although in what capacity that would take he didn't quite know yet. Definitely not traditional.

      Certain protocols were like little triggers that made her pull away. She'd never fit any mold or be like any other woman that came before her.

      And he liked that about her. Was drawn to it actually.

      His life had been led a specific way for a very long time. He managed a club that came with certain expectations and he'd played the role very well. But he'd known Nina would eventually be his for some time now and he'd toyed with the idea that she would never be a submissive like the ones at the club. He'd accepted that and was prepared to take whatever measures necessary.

      Together they would experiment and together they would figure out what worked for them as a couple. He would always be dominant, that couldn't change. He smiled thinking of all the ways in which he could express that to Nina without getting his balls bashed in. She would be his to do with as he pleased...in bed.

      Outside the bedroom, she would always be impulsive and—

      "You look like you are thinking way too hard."

      Gabe jerked his head down to find Nina awake and staring up at him with sleep filled eyes. "I thought you were sleeping."

      "Just a cat nap," she said while yawning. "I'm good now."

      "Are you?" he asked.

      She stared at him, her expression turning serious. "I'm willing to accept that you forgive me if that's what you're asking."

      "I would expect no less. That is the agreement we made. You did something wrong, it hurt us both. I officially punished you and now it's over."

      "I hope so," she whispered.

      "If you don't believe me, I'd be more than happy to repeat your punishment until you do. Although next time, don't expect me to go so easy on you."

      Her eyes widened. "That was easy? I can still feel my ass burning."

      He chuckled. "That is the point, wife."

      "You keep calling me that." The confusion written on her face startled him.

      "It is what you are and I rather like it. You don't?"

      She lifted her shoulders. "I don't know. I'm not used to it. I also didn't expect you to take it so seriously."

      Irritation pushed at his mind. "Why is that?" He winced at his rough tone. He'd not meant that to sound so harsh.

      "Because I thought it was just about sex. I had a weird hang up that made your original plan difficult."

      Now he was starting to get mad. "Seriously, Nina? I married you just so I could fuck you? Haven't we already had this conversation?"

      Heat flared in her eyes as she tried to pull herself up. He tightened his hold, refusing her escape. She sure as hell wasn't going to run away from him again. Not over this. "If this was just about sex I sure as hell wouldn't be laying here with an aching hard on and balls threatening to turn fucking blue."

      "That's not my fault. It's not as if I wasn't willing. I flat out told you I wanted your cock and you refused. What the fuck?"

      Her struggles to get free of him grew desperate and the sudden fear in her eyes startled him. He immediately released her. "Babe, you weren't in your right mind at the time and neither was I. I would have used you and used you hard and trust me, you are not ready for that."

      She opened and closed her mouth a few times as if she couldn't decide what to say. However, he could practically see the steam coming out of her ears as she scrambled off the couch.

      "Fuck you, Gabe. You think you know everything and you don't. Maybe I wanted to be used. Why the hell didn't you think of that? I know I don't exactly live in your world, but I'm not an idiot. I know a lot. I know how much a Dominant like you prizes his control. But you also can't live like you have to hold back with me either. Not if you are going to call me your wife. This is not some sort of game we are playing anymore. I know I didn't marry a boy scout, so if I'm your fucking wife, then treat me like your fucking wife. Show me what you need or get the hell out."

      In the middle of her tirade, he'd climbed to his feet and now towered over the woman yelling at him. What the ever living fuck had gotten into her and why the fuck was his dick so god damned hard it hurt because of it?

      He stepped forward. "You have no idea what you are asking from me, little girl." He emphasized the little girl part because she was acting like a petulant child who didn't get her way on the playground. Or a spoiled brat.

      Either way, he was about half a breath from unleashing all of his sexual frustration and then some on her innocence and it pissed him off.

      Instead of backing down like he expected, she took a step forward and jammed her finger into his chest. More anger flared between them. She was making him lose control fast, something he'd avoided before they married. "You're being a brat."

      "And you're being a jerk," she fired back.

      "How in the hell am I being a jerk?" He still didn't understand how calling her his wife had devolved into this attack.

      She sucked in a breath, her face turning red a moment before she exploded again. "How can you not get it? Time and time again, you've asked for me to trust you so that you can give me what I need. Even after I was mean to you, you still wanted to do whatever I needed. Even when I didn't realize what I needed. You give and you give and you give. What about you and what you need? Why am I too fragile or not good enough to be what you need me to be? How can I be anything to you if you hold back like that? God, it's so fucking unfair and I don't want to live with guilt like that."

      While confusion still reigned in his mind, he was slowly starting to get the picture she was trying to paint.

      "You're really pissed off because I didn't fuck you?" He tried to hold back a smile and couldn't. "That's what all this is about?"

      She rolled her eyes. "Bigger picture, dumb ass."

      She snapped her fingers in front of his face and he grabbed them. "Don't mistake me thinking you are cute right now as my acceptance for bad behavior. You may have learned a lot from being around the club and your friends, but that's not the same as experiencing it. If I push you too hard right now, we could ruin what it is we want to build before we even get started."

      She rolled her eyes again. "You really don't get it. I was hesitant when we made our bargain. Then things got fucked up because of my stupid actions. Then you asked me to open my mind to yet another possibility. That of me needing your punishment to earn your forgiveness. And it worked! Don't you get that? And while you may have rocked my world after that, I did not get to rock your world back because you chose to shut me out—"

      “I protected you.”

      She shook her head. “No. You shut me out.”

      Gabe stepped forward and ended her tirade with a kiss. Fucking A, she just wouldn’t stop pushing. If she was going to throw a temper tantrum every time she didn't get her way. And if she was going to be sweet at the same time… Well, that only meant one thing. He was going to die if he didn't get inside her right now.
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      Gabe threaded his hands through strands of her hair and pressed so deep into their kiss it no longer resembled a kiss. No. This was an invasion and he hoped she felt the hunger of that as deep into her soul as he did.

      He kissed her harder, his tongue going deeper as he ignored the fraying edges of his control and what that could mean. She’d pushed him too far and nothing short of her safe word would stop him, and he couldn’t even guarantee that would stop him.

      He prayed she didn’t want to stop him.

      When he finally released the tight grip he held on her hair, she gasped into his mouth, which he ignored. Instead, he got lost in her mouth. The lush, sweet tasting piece of heaven that he’d waited forever for. That it came with a side of sass and back talk actually only made it better for him. He loved the challenge of his wife.

      Knowing he should stop them now before he got too out of hand, wasn’t enough to change anything. Not with his dick straining against his pants in a way that told him there was no turning back. Where she feared he would once again stop them, he proved her wrong by wrapping his hands around her ass and lifting her into his arms. She responded by winding her bare legs around his waist and locking her ankles behind his back.

      That move was her second mistake. The first being the way she’d pushed him to his breaking point. Now she would learn the hard way. He turned and pushed her up against the nearby wall and with one hand he balanced her in place while unzipping his pants and freeing his aching cock. Pure need now blinded him to anything else.

      When he slid his tongue deeper inside her she moaned, making him nearly lose his shit. Burning hunger threatened to eat him alive if it wasn’t assuaged. Her simple whimpers of desire had gone straight to his soul and he knew in that moment nothing would stop him no matter how hard he tried.

      So he didn’t.

      He tore his mouth free from hers and roared all of his anger, frustration and need into the room.

      “Please don’t stop,” she begged, her eyes so heavy with her own need that he knew saying no to her would always be one of his greatest challenges.

      “I’m not going to fucking stop ever. Remember that, wife because I’m the only one who’s ever going to give you what you need. Is that understood?”

      She nodded her head, her eyes wide.

      With his cock now freed and bare, he eased forward and slid through her wetness. His eyes rolled to the back of his head at the sopping heat he found waiting for him.

      Fuck.

      He gulped in short, shallow breaths just to get enough air to stay conscious. The pure pleasure washing over him was quickly stealing his sanity as well as his control. Although he was pretty sure he’d lost that a while ago.

      With no more resistance to keep him waiting, he plunged to the hilt in one fierce, fast move. Her gasp made him groan, but it was her plead for more that broke him.

      Fuck yeah.

      He opened his eyes and stared into hers. He needed to watch. No way did he want to miss a single reaction. He started moving and immediately felt her heels dig in to his ass, giving her some leverage as well to meet his deep strokes.

      With her hands digging into his back on each thrust, Gabe gripped a handful of her thick hair and pulled it tight, reveling in the fierce and demanding look in her eyes. Pure wild lust surged through him. Without saying a word, she’d let him know that she wanted so much more. As did he.

      So he yanked her even closer and gave her everything, riding her with all that he had. Fast. Deep. Thrust after thrust. Hard heated skin against wet sucking flesh.

      Any thought to resistance obliterated.

      They both fought for breath as he pounded into her without taking his gaze from hers, making sure she understood that there would be nothing for him without her. No matter what happened around them he would always hold her tight. Keep her close.

      Eventually, his thoughts fractured as much as his breathing as his hips moved impossibly fast. Grunts and gasps from both of them falling in tune with his movements. He held back nothing. Not his weight. Not his speed. And definitely not his need.

      His hand gripped her hair, but it wasn’t enough. Harder. He had to have move.

      He slid his fingers around to the side of her neck and squeezed. Her resulting moans crawled down his spine and nearly burst through his balls.

      He leaned in. “Come now, wife,” he demanded as the tingling at the base of his spine increased. His hips moved wildly and she screamed as he tipped her hips for the perfect angle against her clit.

      Rougher he moved as her climax slammed into them both. Her eyes glazed over as she flew into that beautiful bliss and he got rougher. Faster. He was about to explode.

      A rumble deep in his chest got louder as the dam burst and he buried himself one last time. Deep as he could get before he shouted long and loud, wishing the whole world could hear him as tremors shuddered along his skin with each pulse of his dick.

      When she screamed again he wanted to beat on his fucking chest. Fucking hell yeah.

      “Mine,” he growled. “Always.”

      As both their bodies convulsed he held her, pinned to the wall, impaled on his dick. Connected forever. That’s all he wanted. As that thought crystallized in his mind, he knew no matter what happened they would get through it. She would not leave him again. They were meant to be.

      Sappy? Maybe. But he didn’t care. He’d waited a long damn time for this. Now he had it and he’d be a fool to ever let it go.
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      Gabe tried to wait for his heart rate to return to normal, but it was taking too long. His legs were barely holding him up and he didn't want to fall and crush her. He groaned and under direct protest from his dick, pulled himself from the clasp of her body.

      She whimpered, a hitch filled with pain and he winced. Fuck. He'd been too rough and he knew it. She'd pulled and pulled at him until he'd snapped. He'd lost control like— He shook his head. His thoughts were not going back there. Too many years and hard lessons had passed since those days. He'd learned through years of discipline and regimented living that he could contain the inexplicable rage living inside him.

      Instead, he'd nurtured a different part of him that kept his emotions in check and his physical desires satiated through means of control and strict guidelines.

      Until now. Apparently, his wife had learned to get under his skin in more ways than one without either of them realizing it. Now they would both pay the price. She would hate him for what he'd done and he would have to live with the consequences.

      The idea of her looking at him differently sickened him. Why had he not realized the effect she would have on him?

      He needed some time to think. Maybe he could figure out a plan that would bring them back on course without him losing control again. Like his original plan with carefully constructed scenes that had him holding the tight leash of control.

      "Gabe," she whispered, a clear question in the way she spoke his name.

      "Sorry, baby. I'm right here." He shook some feeling into his legs and then gently lifted her into his arms. Again, she whimpered and that pit in his stomach grew.

      He carried her across the small cabin and into the open door that he'd identified as the bedroom earlier. "It's okay, baby. I'm going to take care of you. I didn't mean—" He couldn't say the rest of the words as they stuck in his throat. Instead, he gently laid her on the bed and rushed to the adjoining bathroom to clean up.

      Moments later he re-emerged with a warm cloth, which he used to gently clean her. With her eyes closed and quiet murmurs tumbling from her lips, she appeared mostly asleep. Or in a pretty deep state of relaxation. Either way, it gave him some extra time to snap back to the man she needed.

      He threw the used cloth into the bathroom, laid down next to his beautiful Nina and pulled her into his side. To his surprise, she curled into him, even draping an arm across his stomach. His muscles clenched for a moment before he managed to take a long, slow breath and force some of the tension from his body.

      "What's wrong?" she asked, her voice barely audible.

      Gabe tensed again. "I thought you were asleep."

      She shook her head against him. "Not yet. Just feeling good."

      He made a strangled noise in his throat and something about that must have alarmed her. She lifted her head and narrowed her gaze as she looked down at him.

      "What's that supposed to mean?"

      "Nothing," he said, keeping his answer as simple as possible.

      "Well, that's a load of bullshit if I ever heard it." She lifted up on her arm and glared at him this time.

      Part of him wanted to laugh at the incongruous expression across her face, but the main part of his brain couldn't forget what he'd done. "Stop worrying and lay down. You need to rest and leave the worrying part to me for once."

      "Pfft. You don't really think that's going to work with me, do you?"

      Well, he'd hoped. But he chose to remain silent and not answer that question out loud. He could see that his wife had a loose grip on her emotions right now and he had no one to blame for that but himself. He'd fucked her roughly into a wall with a complete lack of regard to control. He'd been blinded by need for this woman and had taken every ounce of pleasure he could wring from her body.

      "Gabe, you better not be regretting what we just did. I begged for the truth and that's what I got. At least I think I did."

      She tried to untangle from around him and roll away. He simply tightened his grip and kept her plastered to his side, skin against skin. However, he didn't know what to say. For one of the few times in his life, he found himself at a loss for words.

      When he failed to answer or let her go, she visibly stiffened. "Let me go," she gritted out between clenched teeth.

      He quickly considered his options before letting his hand fall away from her waist. He'd give her the physical freedom she demanded, but she had a lot to learn if she thought he'd ever let her go. If that made him a bastard, well, he'd just have to find a way to live with that.

      She scrambled from the bed, disappeared into the bathroom only to re-emerge wrapped in a white fluffy robe.

      "What are you doing?" he asked.

      "Me? What the hell are you doing?"

      He sighed. "I thought going to sleep, but I guess not. Do you really want to do this now?"

      "I don't know, since I don't know what ‘this’ is." Her fingers raised with the little air quotes around the word this.

      He groaned and rolled to his feet. But unlike her he did not seek out clothes to cover himself. If she wanted the truth, she could have all of it. Including the fact that her getting pissed turned him the hell on even when it shouldn't. He'd spent enough time hiding his arousal from her over the years and he was done.

      "This is you trying to analyze something that can't be analyzed and especially at the wrong time. This is you worrying about every little thing like that you think is your responsibility when it isn't. This is me telling you to stop it right now. And this is me reminding you that I am the dominant in our bedroom so if anyone is going to worry about something in here it sure as fuck isn't going to be you." When the words finally stopped, he braced for her explosion. Except to his surprise it didn't come. Instead, she stood there looking shell-shocked and a little scared. Fresh guilt swept through him. He'd known they weren't ready for this conversation yet and he'd been right.

      As his anger deflated, so did the volume of his words. "Don't look at me like that, Nina. You have nothing to be scared of from me. That's not going to happen again."

      "What?" she gasped. "You think I'm scared of you?" She shook her head and closed her eyes.

      When she opened them again he didn’t see fear. No, this time she looked sad. Something he disliked almost as much as the other.

      "I'm not scared of you, Gabe. At least not in the sense you're probably thinking. I wasn't even sure what I was feeling until right this moment. Now I'm scared I finally got to see the truth and now you're going to close that off from me. Don't you get it? That has always been my biggest fear when it came to you. Every time you tried to get close, I liked it too much. Then I would remember who you were and that old familiar feeling of never being able to fulfill the man I most wanted to fulfill would take over reminding me that I could never be the woman you needed."

      "But that's—"

      She held up her hands. "No, let me get this out. You showed me your truth and now I'm showing you mine. At least the part I know."

      He clamped down on the rising anger inside him and nodded his head. Whatever she needed to say she could say and then he would set her straight.

      "You aren't the only one who pays attention to everything going on around you. I've studied you too, Gabe. I've known or at least sensed for years that you always hold back. And not just from me. I've watched you in the club too. You go through the motions and give people what they need, and do it very well I might add. You don't even want to know how many nights I've used those images of you in the club to fuel my vibrator time."

      He inwardly groaned at the same time filing that information away for later. She'd soon learn that she couldn't put images in his brain like that without some interesting consequences.

      "Jesus, Nina." He didn't have to look down to know that his cock had gotten harder, especially since it had drawn her notice.

      She shrugged. "Sorry, but it's true. I've never felt completely at ease with a lot of what goes on inside Purgatory, but I'm not going to lie and tell you that it doesn't turn me on. That is how we ended up in this deal, right? Although, now you're just distracting me."

      She dragged her gaze back up to his face and he bit his lip to keep from smiling. "Maybe you need a distraction," he said.

      "Maybe, but what I really need is the real you. All. The. Time. As much as I tried to pretend I could just go through with this for the sake of truth, I can't. I don't think I can keep going if I don't believe I'm enough for you."

      He stared at her as she finally quit talking. How fucked up was this mess if neither of them could be honest? "I wasn't joking when I told you that you had to trust me in order for our plan to work. But you're right in that trust is a two-way street. But my truth is ugly and what happened out there was my ugly version of it. And it can't happen again, Nina. In fact, I'm sorry it happened at all."

      Her mouth dropped open for a heartbeat of silence before she exploded. "What the hell is that supposed to mean? You regret showing me what you need? Or are you sorry about everything? Getting married wasn't my idea you know, I didn't do this."

      "Nina."

      She threw up her hand and took a step back. "No, don't you dare Nina me. That isn't going to work this time. If you regret showing me who you really are then this is never going to work. Not the marriage or the other. I can live with a lot of shit from a lot of people, but regret? From you? Nope. We're done here. You should leave." Her voice shook with pain, but the resolve in her eyes told the real story.

      "I'm not leaving. We're far from done, little girl." It was his turn to unleash some of his thoughts now. "I hurt you. Don't you get that? Do you know how sick that makes me knowing I'm capable of that?"

      "But—"

      "No!" His booming voice filled every centimeter of the small room. "Your turn to listen. I did hurt you and don't even try to lie about it. I can see it in every wince of every move of your body. I knew you weren't ready for that. Hell, you might never have been ready for that. I should have exercised more control."

      "I know there's a time for control dammit," she screamed. "But that wasn't it."

      The ache in his chest deepened as tears began streaming down her face. He reached up and wiped one away. "I know you might believe that, but you're wrong. You asked for a part of me that neither of us was ready for. And that was just a glimpse. Don't you see? Some things are just better left alone."

      "You could argue the same thing about me then. Maybe my memories are hidden because they need to be. We both know that's a possibility and yet you want to push me to get them out in the open. Well, tit for tat, Gabe Michaels. Practice what you fucking preach."

      He sighed. While her biting anger did dig at his flesh, she clearly didn't understand the difference. "If the knowledge of that missing night didn't torture you on a daily basis, I would probably suggest you should let sleeping tigers lie. But you aren't living because of it. The not knowing tortures you. I don't have any forgotten memories, babe."

      "But you are tortured nonetheless," she whispered.

      He started to argue and stopped. They were currently at an impasse and he knew it. If he didn't do something different quick, the growing chasm between them would be too big to repair. He could tell her his truths and watch her turn away anyways or he could say nothing and risk the exact same thing.

      Had he ever mentioned how much he hated crossroads? That state of being where there were two paths to take and without knowing the right direction you were pretty much damned if you do and damned if you don't. Fucking hated that shit.

      He swallowed past the lump in his throat. "Yes," he confessed.
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      Nina took a deep breath. Had she heard him correctly? Had he just admitted a weakness to her? Gabe Michaels? It couldn't be.

      And what did it mean? How exactly fucked up were they? That was her remaining question. At least for now.

      She had memories that her gut told her were really bad. She'd likely killed a man she'd thought her father at the time. If she faced that truth, it would be hard to come back from that. Even harder for Gabe to look at her the same way after learning that his wife was a murderer.

      Her stomach churned. And there lie the problem for her. Learning the truth could set her free of the past, but it could also ruin her future. If that were the case, maybe the truth was overrated.

      But apparently, her husband had secrets too. Although unlike her, he knew exactly what they were and chose to hide them from the people he cared about. Why?

      As badly as she wanted to know the answer, she decided pushing him to open up wouldn't work. He either wanted to tell her or he didn't. For now, she could live with that. Eventually though...

      Although he sure as hell could get it through his thick skull that she wasn't hurt.

      "Sometimes, like now, I wonder if you know me at all," she said. "Whether or not you hurt me when you fucked me like you meant it isn't up for debate. It wasn't like that. AT ALL. I loved every second of what we did. Did you hear that? Let it sink in because I think it's important that you understand what I am saying." She shoved her hands in the pockets of the robe and continued. "Am I sore now? Yes, I don't deny that. But it's the kind of sore that makes me want to roll around and revel in it. I gave my man what he needed and in return I not only got the most explosive orgasms of my life, but I have the satisfaction of knowing you got what you needed because of me. That's almost as good as the orgasms."

      By now Gabe was looking at her with wide eyes and an expression that clearly showed he thought she'd gone crazy.

      "I don't have to hurt you to be satisfied," he said, his tone low and deep. "I'm not a sadist, Nina. I don't enjoy hurting people."

      Nina rolled her eyes until they hurt. He really wasn't hearing a word she said. Or he was too stubborn to hear it. The man had zeroed in on one thing and wouldn't let it go. While he proclaimed not to want to hurt her, she was half ready to strangle him.

      "I never said you did. And you really didn't hurt me. So why is this such an issue all of a sudden? Is there something else I should know?"

      She watched his eyes glaze over and his face go void of expression as if he'd slipped a mask into place.

      "Only that I won't hurt you again. Not like that. Instead, we will follow protocols and the rules as I lay them out."

      That earned him another eye roll. This conversation had completely derailed. So she inhaled deep and exhaled her frustration. She'd just have to go with his flow for now and let them revisit this topic naturally.

      "I'm not much of a rules kind of girl so what exactly did you have in mind?"

      "Well, the first one should be easy so don’t sweat it. Rule number one. Never ever assume or even fantasize that you can't satisfy me. You can and you do. If I need something specific from you I will ask. If you aren't sure you can comply, you are expected to let me know and we will discuss it. I won't play games with you or leave you guessing whether I am happy. Understood?"

      "Yes," she answered quietly, not at all convinced she could please him no matter what he tried to say. In theory, certain things appealed to her to the point of arousal. But that made them fantasies and not all fantasies were meant to become reality.

      When his head lowered and his eyes narrowed at her, she realized that in the midst of her worrying she'd forgotten an important component of her answer.

      "Yes, Sir," she corrected, the taste of the word still foreign on her tongue.

      "Better. Hopefully, I won't have to keep correcting you though."

      Her stomach trilled at the tone of his voice. One minute they'd been arguing and the next they were slipping into Dominant and submissive together. She wasn't exactly sure how that had happened, but she was happy to stop fighting.

      He glanced around the room and a moment later crossed over to the sitting chair in the corner. He grabbed her scarf from the arm and returned to stand behind her.

      "I'm going to use this to blindfold you."

      Her stomach jerked at the idea. Although why her nerves would flare at something so simple she didn't understand. She didn't know if she was supposed to respond or stand quietly. Fortunately, he didn't make her wait long as he slipped the soft scarf over her head and placed it against her face. The light of the room disappeared, leaving her in darkness. Again, her stomach trembled.

      "You are perfectly safe, Nina. I'm here and I won't leave you alone or let anything hurt you," he whispered at her ear.

      "Thank you,” she answered, letting the familiar blanket of safety wrap around her as it always did when he comforted her.

      Moments later his hands were on her shoulders, kneading her muscles through the soft fabric of her robe.

      "Just relax. I only want you to feel what is happening to you while you listen to my voice. Can you do that for me?"

      She swallowed thickly. "Yes, Sir."

      "I'd like for you to tell me a story," he said.

      "What kind of story?"

      "The story of that night."

      She didn't have to ask him what night. That answer was obvious. Her mind didn't hesitate as she leapt back a decade in her memory. The one place she couldn’t completely escape or finish the puzzle.

      She could picture herself at eighteen well enough. It had been her birthday and the day she had hoped would mean freedom from her mother. They’d never been close and her mother’s devout beliefs and subsequent “lessons” drove her up the proverbial wall.

      "What can you tell me about it?" He stood so close she felt his warm breath caress the shell of her ear."

      "It was my birthday."

      His hands stilled on her shoulders for a moment before the continued to work her muscles loose.

      Nina smiled. She loved his hands. Whether he massaged her shoulders like now or simply let her hold his hand when she needed a lifeline. His hands were strong and more than capable of whatever task she chose.

      "Which birthday?"

      In her mind's eye, Nina pictured the eighteen white roses sitting on the tiny dresser of her bedroom along with the goofy card propped next to it. Tucker had sent them. He was away at school, but had remembered anyway.

      "My eighteenth."

      "What else can you tell me?"

      "I can see me sitting in my bedroom. I was home all alone. My mother had a double shift at the hospital where she worked as a nurse so she'd left before I woke up that morning and wasn't expected home until well after I went to bed."

      "Very good. Now stand still with your hands at your side. I am going to remove your robe. From here on out, I expect to hear every answer followed by a ‘Sir.’ Do you think you can do that?"

      There was something about the tone of this voice that made her feel calm and safe. She liked it and didn't want it to stop.

      "Yes, Sir." This time it felt a little less awkward.

      "Good girl."

      His response was delivered directly against her ear and it caused a shiver to work down her spine.

      "Are you ready to continue?"

      "Yes, Sir," she said.

      "Mmmm." His hum of satisfaction was quickly followed by the sensation of his hands pulling apart her robe in the front. There was nothing hurried about his movements either as he slowly untied it and peeled it away from her body.

      The sudden rush of cool air made her shiver again.

      "Too cold?" he asked.

      She shook her head. "No, Sir. Just for a second."

      "Good. But I am going to turn on the fireplace in here so I don't have to worry if you are comfortable."

      "The switch is next to the bookcase just to the right of the fireplace," she offered.

      "You're going to be a good little sub for me, aren't you?"

      Again the even tone of his voice along with his choice of words warmed something low in her body. Arousal tingled between her thighs.

      Despite the question, she didn't answer. She didn't get the feeling she had to. Whatever. She was starting to feel a lot better than before. Dare she say she might be starting to relax?

      "Spread your legs and bend over and place your palms on the bed, Nina."

      The tone of his voice deepened as the sound of the gas fireplace engaging sounded behind her. For about a half second she thought about what she should do before deciding that she had nothing to lose here and everything to gain. If he was going to take control, and that was without question, she might as well give it a real chance.

      She lifted her hands and reached awkwardly forward in search of the bed. She wasn't used to anything hampering her sight.

      "Your hands are right above the mattress. You only need to bend at the waist to touch it."

      Following his instructions, she leaned forward until her hands met the thick comforter wrapped around the bed. Being naked and unable to see her surroundings was beginning to mess with her head as she tried to imagine him standing behind her watching her every move.

      This wasn’t exactly a predicament she normally found herself in. That was Gabe, though. He seemed to enjoy pushing her out of her comfort zone whenever he thought she needed it.

      “Relax, babe. You have nothing to worry about with me so there’s no point in trying to analyze what’s happening.”

      She blew out a breath. How did he do that? More often than not he seemed to know exactly what went through her mind.

      “Okay, Sir.” While calling him Sir still felt weird, in this moment it worked, calming her fear. Gabe had all the control and that made her feel—almost comfortable.

      “Now be a good girl and tell me more about that day. What else can you see in that beautiful mind of yours?”

      She took a deep breath and let go of the present. As odd as it felt to be naked and watched, if she wanted to remember then she needed to focus on her memories and less on trivial things, like whether she had clothing on. So she looked for the memories of that night. At least the ones she could see.

      “I was home alone and starting to get restless. I don’t know what I expected to happen that day, but I was eighteen. I thought it would be different. I know how stupid it sounds now, but I thought turning into an adult would be magical…”

      “I paced the floor, alternating between staring at the pretty flowers that Tuck sent me and eyeballing the clock that mercilessly clicked away my special day. Except nothing special had happened. I was still me. Still in this house. With my mother away at work there was no special meal being prepared or a cake being baked. Not that my mother was known to bother with birthday cakes. She preferred to save all of her celebration for religious holidays. And not just Christmas or Easter. Nope. Every day that had the slightest hint of the lord’s presence was a special day in their home.”

      Guilt washed over her at the resentment she felt rising inside. “I had nothing against my mother’s faith. It just that”—she sucked in air to steady her thoughts—"I wanted other days to be special too. All through childhood I watched other kids have birthday parties that I never got invited to and parents who bought them lavish presents. The year I turned sixteen, half my class in school got cars for their birthday. Or sweet sixteen parties.

      “I spent my sixteenth birthday hiding in the woods. The Reverend had come for a special visit with my mother and as usual, I had been ushered out the door before he arrived. I wasn’t an idiot and I had pretty much figured out what those visits entailed. Something I never shared with anyone else.”

      “Not even Tucker?”

      The question came out of the blue. Gabe’s voice in her mind at the same time as the memories…

      “What?” she asked, trying to follow the splintered train of her thoughts. Not an easy feat in the moment.

      Before he answered, he touched the side of her leg and brought her attention to a laser focus on the sensation his fingers created. Rough hands on soft skin. Almost as good as when his stubble scraped at her flesh when he kissed her all over. A sigh slipped from her mouth. He felt so good. It reminded her again of how much she’d missed him the last few days. Why she thought she could so easily leave him behind she had no idea.

      Their lives were intertwined and it had nothing to do with a piece of paper from the courthouse and everything to do with the time they’d spent together over the years.

      “Nina, baby. You haven’t answered my question.”

      Oh yeah. What had he asked again? She strained her brain trying to remember before admitting defeat. “I forgot the question.”

      To her surprise, he did not complain or sigh in frustration.

      “I asked about whether you told Tucker about the Reverend’s visits to your mother.”

      She shook her head. “No. I definitely didn’t tell him.”

      “Why not? I thought you were close even then.”

      “We were. But I was afraid to tell him.” She felt the tension rise in Gabe as his hand tightened on her leg. “I was afraid he would think I was silly. His father was the Reverend for pete’s sake. He had a reputation. Just because one teenage girl thought something wasn’t right didn’t mean anything back then. I wasn’t stupid. At least not until later.”

      "What does that mean?" Gabe's voice sharpened with his question, making her more alert than before.

      "What?"

      "You said not until later. What does that mean?"

      Nina racked her brain, trying to remember why she'd said that. "I—I'm not sure." One minute she'd been rambling about the Reverend and now her brain was muddled with confusion.

      This time she heard Gabe sigh.

      "It's my fault. I should not have interrupted. Fuck." His hands loosened and gently caressed her hips. "Can you tell me more about your birthday?"

      Tears were pressing at Nina's eyes and she didn't know why. She wanted to take the blindfold off and forget the whole thing. "I don't know. I don't know what happened." Her brain had once again slammed the door on that night. There were more memories, she knew it, but they were fading much like a dream after just waking up.

      "It's okay, baby." His lips pressed to the small of her back. "You belong in the present anyway, with me. Always with me."

      Her stomach fluttered at his words. Or maybe it was the lips currently skimming across the small of her back. Either way, she rather liked the idea of getting lost in the present instead of the past. With Gabe, she had the promise of eternal pleasure.

      The past, however, threatened to rip her life apart.
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      Gabe tightened his hands around his wife. Jesus. What a dumbass he was. They'd been on the verge of something and he'd fucked it up by asking too many questions too soon. Now he had no choice but to back off and try again later. The balance between the present and the past was not that different from the line between pleasure and pain. It was thin and you had to navigate it carefully.

      So be it. While he couldn't change what he'd done, he could certainly have fun with Nina until the next opportunity they had to broach her memories. He smiled. That wasn't exactly a hardship.

      He had his beautiful wife and would be sub naked and blindfolded on a bed, in a cabin in the woods, and no one else around. What more could he ask for? Well, he had a few ideas, but he doubted Nina was ready for those notions. He swallowed a chuckle.

      "Just focus on my voice and follow my commands, Nina. That's all I ask. If anything feels too difficult, say so. I have no nefarious plans for you—at least for the moment. I want us both to have a good time and explore everything we can while we have this time alone. Think of it as our honeymoon. Honeymoons are meant for fucking, right?"

      She moaned in response and he smiled. Apparently, she did like that idea after all. Now to properly distract her from his fuck up.

      He slid his hands down the outside of her thighs until they reached her knees currently pressed into the mattress. He repeated the slow easy caress a few times until she began to wiggle in place in an obvious attempt for more. Not one to leave her hanging too long this time, he rotated around to her inner thighs and slowly traced a finger up the inside of each leg, stopping just below her pussy. He didn't have to touch her further to know she was wet for him. The little noises she made with his every stroke told him everything he needed to know. Still. He wanted to feel her wetness coat his fingers so he swiped one hand between her folds. It was his turn to hum in appreciation. She was very wet. In fact, he could easily take her now.

      Gabe closed his eyes against the image of his dick sliding into her sweet little cunt. The tight squeeze would suck the air right out of his lungs.

      Fuck.

      He dropped his hand to his side. He was treading on dangerous ground every time he got this up close and personal with his wife. His ability to maintain control got the testing of his life. She felt that good.

      "Gabe?"

      The quiet question of his name from her lips pulled him from his thoughts. He couldn't stop now. Hell, he didn't want to. He needed to fuck her as much as he needed to breathe air. First, he wanted to watch her come. Maybe more than once.

      "Have some patience, my little sub. And faith. I will get you where you need to go soon enough. Drawing it out however, will make it even more fun.”

      For me, he thought.

      He held back another chuckle as he grasped the firm cheeks of her ass and spread her wider.

      Her scandalized gasp made him smile. Good. Whatever it took to keep her off balance while they both had fun.

      “You didn’t think I was going to fuck you without a taste, did you?” He didn’t bother waiting for her response before he dipped low and stuck his face between her legs.

      Her muscles tensed underneath his hands and a beautiful gasp fell from her lips. Gabe had her right where he wanted her. He lapped at and encircled her clit with his tongue. God, she tasted sweet. How had he held back from this for so long? He deserved some kind of medal or a sainthood at the very least for his restraint.

      There’d be no holding back anymore. If he had any say so, and he did, he’d be tasting this fine pussy day and night.

      “Oh shit. You’re going to make me come.” Her words were ragged and breathless, not to mention her legs were already beginning to shake.

      He pulled back. “Not yet, my sweet wife. Don’t get me wrong, I can’t wait to taste you exploding on my tongue but we’re not quite there yet.” He dove back in, immediately thrusting his tongue inside her.

      “That’s sooooo not fair,” she cried.

      He simply responded by licking harder. Moments later, her legs were shaking hard under his hands and her entire body angled against his face as if she would do anything to get closer. He knew she was close and since this wasn’t about punishment after all.

      Just pleasure.

      “You ready to come?” he asked.

      “Hell yes. Since the minute you touched me. Please.”

      That’s exactly what he’d hoped to hear. His sweet wife begging for her pleasure.

      “Then give it to me. Give me what’s mine and only mine,” he said, pushing two fingers inside her. “Let me feel you squeeze my fingers. Come now.” He deepened his voice into a sharp command and she gave him exactly what he wanted.

      Her scream filled the room as her orgasm crashed over her. Her muscles contracted, squeezing him and it was all he could do not to pin her down and fuck her into the bed. Instead, he waited, savoring the aftershocks that fluttered against his skin, until her legs gave out and she fell forward on the bed.

      A sheen of sweat coated her skin, touching something primal deep inside him. Half of him wanted to wrap his arms around her and protect her from the world, and the other, harder side of him wanted nothing more than to use her hard. He could just spread her legs and fuck her into oblivion. So much so that his cock ached with it.

      He soaked up the sounds of her labored breaths and the sweet smell of sex filling the room.

      “What’s wrong,” she whispered.

      His gaze jerked back to her face where fingers had peeled back her blindfold and she stared up at him, curiosity filling her gaze.

      He raised his eyebrows. “Did I tell you to remove that?”

      She bit her lower lip a moment before she shook her head.

      “I didn’t think so. Are you going to put it back in place?”

      She continued to stare at him. “Are you going to tell me what’s wrong?”

      “Nina!” He’d put a little more edge into his voice than he meant to, but if there was ever a time for her to learn who would always be in charge in the bedroom, it was now.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, lowering the fabric back into place. “I’m not used to this. I mean—you just blew my mind and—I don’t know—I kind of thought we would— you know.”

      “Fuck?”

      She nodded her head, again biting that lower lip. That nervous tic of hers made him want to do the biting.

      “Maybe I’m not done eating my dessert.”

      A slow smile crept across her face. “Aren’t you worried about spoiling your dinner?”

      He laughed. “Sassy. I have the answer for that you know.” He lowered onto the bed across her back, placing his mouth right next to her ear. “It’s called my hand on your ass. And I ain’t talking about squeezing it.”

      “Promises. Promises.”

      He couldn’t hold back his bark of laughter this time. “Is that how it’s going to be? Not that I don’t love a little sass now and then, but it would do you well to remember that I will enjoy punishing that sass right out of you.”

      The smile disappeared from her face and was quickly replaced with her mouth in the shape of a little o.

      “Spread your legs.”

      “What?”

      “I’m certain I don’t need to repeat myself, do I?”

      She shook her head.

      “That’s neither the proper answer nor do I see your legs spread.”

      “No, Sir. You do not have to repeat yourself,” she said, opening her legs as he’d asked.

      The first thing he noticed was the glistening lips of her sweet cunt, but it was the slight tremble of her legs that really got him. He couldn’t remember when exactly she got under his skin, but it was this moment that he would remember as the one when she started to believe that he might be right.

      She was perfect for him in every way. And if it took the rest of his life to prove it to her, he would.

      “As much as it might be a good idea to punish you right now—” he wrapped his hands around the back of her ankles and pushed all the way up her legs to the sweet curve of her ass—I don’t have it in me when you do this.”

      “Do what?” she asked.

      “Obey,” he said quietly as he pushed his thumb between her slick folds.

      That move got him a moan that slid through his gut and straight into his groin. He climbed onto the bed, undoing his pants as he moved. He was rock hard and about to die with the need to be inside her. He pressed forward, notching his dick just inside her entrance. Here he would wait for those final words he needed to hear.

      “Don’t stop,” she cried, wiggling against him.

      Gabe chuckled again. “Not exactly the words I was looking for, wife. Try again.”

      “Please. I need you inside me. Now.”

      His dick pulsed as she writhed against him. “Getting closer,” he said, feeding her another inch.

      “Oh my God, are you trying to kill me? Just do it. Fuck me already. You win. You have complete control.”

      Oh, he already knew that, but that didn’t mean he didn’t want to hear the words coming out of her mouth.

      “If I wasn’t already half out of my mind, I would pull out and make you suck me off instead. But since you managed to use the word please and all of that, I’ll let it go—this time.” Before she could say another word, he yanked her back and slid home.

      Yep, these were the moments that their future would be built on.
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      Nina woke to the sound of someone banging on the front door. She turned into Gabe and tucked her face against his side. “Please tell me— “

      “That someone isn’t trying to bang the door down? No can do.” He eased away from her and she groaned at the loss of his heat wrapped around her.

      “Don’t go.”

      “Got to. Unless you want your brother banging his way in and finding us like this.”

      “Ugh,” she rolled to her side and sat up. “How do you know it’s one of my—” She didn’t finish her sentence. How could she? Not knowing what she was supposed to call them anymore made this entire situation incredibly awkward.

      “You can still call them your brothers, you know,” Gabe said. “Just because you don’t share the same blood, it can’t negate years of a familial bond.”

      “I guess. But it still feels weird. I don’t know how to handle it. It’s as if my entire world blew up and I have no idea how to put it back together again.”

      “At the risk of sounding like a cliché, I think you just have to do it one day at a time, one situation at a time.”

      The banging at the front door grew louder and Nina could hear Tucker’s voice through the thick wood.

      Gabe’s left eyebrow cocked in her direction. “Better make up your mind what you want to do next pretty quick because he’s coming through that door whether you’re ready for it or not.”

      Nina rolled her eyes as she grabbed for her clothing and began to dress. “Well, at the very least I’d like to not be naked when he storms the cabin.”

      “Agreed. He and I have already come to blows once this week, I don’t think we need a repeat quite so soon.”

      Nina cocked her eyebrow. “Do I even want to know?”

      “How do you think I found out about where you were? You didn’t think he would just give that up, did you? Contrary to what you might believe right now about the men who have been your brothers for a very long time, they are still extremely protective of you. I don’t think there’s anything they wouldn’t do for you.”

      Nina took a slow breath and exhaled. “Except tell the truth.” She couldn’t look at Gabe in the eye when she said it, but the words had to be said nonetheless.

      Gabe rounded the end of the bed and gathered her into his arms. “I know you’ve been through a lot and you’re still trying to process it all, and I’m right there with you, but despite all of his flaws, and as much as I hate to say it, I believe Mason had nothing but good intentions when it came to hiding the truth.”

      Nina pulled out of his arms and stared up at him. She could hardly believe what she’d just heard. Had Gabe already forgiven? “How can you of all people say that? He lied to us.”

      “We both know it’s not that simple. The Rev. was an evil man. He did a lot more damage than simply spreading his seed.”

      Nina cringed. Hearing about the man she believed was her father in those crude terms made her want to throw up. Still, she needed to hear the rest from Gabe. The one man she believed she could still trust. “How so? He’s ruined countless lives. Probably broken up more families than we even know.”

      “He spread hate. Look at what happened with Hannah. The Rev. has been dead for a decade and still his hate caused that sweet child to be kidnapped.”

      “All the more reason for me to leave. I have nothing to keep me here and no good reason to be involved.”

      In the sudden change of Gabe’s demeanor, his back going straight and his jaw clenching, Nina realized immediately she’d said the wrong thing.

      “I’m coming in. You two had better not be naked.”

      Nina jumped at the sound of Tucker’s voice just on the other side of the bedroom door.

      “What the hell?”

      Nina reached for the doorknob. “He’s got a key. This is his cabin after all. I just borrow it every now and then when I need to get away.”

      Before Gabe could respond or say anything further, Tucker burst through the door. “What the fuck?” He asked. “Would it have killed you to answer the door?”

      Gabe turned on Tucker. “Would it have killed you to give me and my wife a little more privacy?”

      When Nina spied the barely banked rage in her brother’s eyes, she stepped between the two men. “It’s okay. I knew you wouldn’t be far behind.”

      Tucker looked down at her, his eyes filled with obvious regret. “You had to know I would need to see you. See with my own eyes that you’re okay.”

      “She’s fine,” Gabe said. “She’s with me. Her husband.”

      That banked rage that Tucker held back moved closer to the surface. “She’s my sister.”

      “No, she’s — “

      “Look, I’ve got Chinese food.”

      Nina breathed a sigh of relief when Maggie walked through the door carrying multiple bags full of food.

      “Perfect,” Nina said, grabbing one of the bags from Maggie and pushing her brother back to the door with the other hand. “I’m starving. Please tell me you brought crab rangoon.”

      “Of course we did. I know what my sister likes,” Tucker said, his words harsh and aimed directly at Gabe.

      Maggie shoved one of the bags at Tucker’s chest. “We’re not going there again, remember?”

      Tucker gave Gabe one last glare before he turned to his wife. “Fine. But I reserve the right to change my mind later.”

      Nina looked between Gabe and Tucker unsure what to think of this development. Never before had she seen this level of discord between the two men. Was this all because of her? Or was there something else going on she didn’t know about?

      She bit back the questions swirling through her mind and opted instead to carry the food into the kitchen. Whatever was going on was their issue, not hers. The last thing she needed was more drama.

      Nina reached into the cupboard got down plates, dug around for some silverware and carried it all to the small table. Maggie joined her and helped out by rounding up enough glasses for everyone. But before she returned to the table she touched Nina’s arm and stopped her.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. Just wasn’t expecting a crowd.”

      Maggie nodded. “I get it. Fine is good enough when you’re dealing with people who show up unannounced. Not that I could’ve stopped him if I tried. He’s been foaming at the mouth for days to talk to you.”

      “Why’s that?”

      Maggie stopped pouring drinks and looked up at her. “Seriously?”

      She nodded, the knot in her stomach growing tighter.

      “You’re all anyone has been thinking about and talking about and looking for. Your disappearance rocked this family even more than Mason’s revelation. Don’t you see that?”

      Shame heated Nina’s face. “I don’t know. I mean, I knew they’d be pissed that I didn’t say goodbye. But I figured in a few weeks I’d get in touch with them and that would be that.”

      “That would be that?” Maggie’s voice rose, drawing the attention of Gabe and Tucker from their own conversation. “Girl, I don’t even know what to say to that. This is your family.”

      Nina closed her eyes, beating back the telltale burning that always led to tears. Why couldn’t she function like a normal person?

      “What’s going on?” Gabe’s arm wrapped around her waist and pulled her to his side. “You okay, babe?”

      “I might be, if everyone would stop asking me if I’m okay.”

      “She seems to have lost sight of what she means to this family,” Maggie said.

      It was her turn to do the glaring, this time at Maggie.

      “What? Don’t look at me like that. You’re the one who thought you could just leave and no one would care.”

      “Why in the world would you think that?”

      Nina tried to ignore Tucker’s question. In fact, this was beginning to feel like an inquisition or an interrogation. Neither of which she was in the mood for. “It doesn’t matter. Just sit down and eat and stop asking me so many questions.”

      Gabe chuckled, the sound rumbling through the room. “You should listen to her. Unless you’re into getting your balls eviscerated.”

      “I guess you would know since you up and married her and all.”

      Nina halted mid scoop on her chicken fried rice. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      Tucker shrugged. “Ask him. He’s your husband now, isn’t he?”

      She shut the container of food and pushed it away from her. “If you’ve got something to say I guess you should go ahead and get it out. Looks like no one’s going to get any peace unless you do.”

      Maggie stared down at her food and Gabe remained suspiciously quiet behind her.

      Tucker fixed his gaze on her, not looking away. “I’d like to think this sudden personality change you’re going through has to do with the news that dear old dad is not really your father. But I’m not so sure, considering you married him without a word to any of us.”

      She took a deep breath in a not so great attempt at keeping her anger in check before she exploded. “Last time I checked I didn’t need anyone’s permission to do anything. I’ve been an adult making my own decisions for quite some time. Besides, what difference does it make who I marry or don’t marry? I’m a little more concerned with the other secrets this family keeps. You all seem so focused on family so why don’t we start there?”

      “That seems fair,” Maggie piped up.

      Tucker shook his head. “We’ve got the wrong players here for that conversation, don’t you think?”

      “So you didn’t know?” That was the question, or at least one of them, that had been plaguing her for days.

      “I’m a little offended that you even have to ask.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I’m a little offended that you're questioning my judgment on getting married when it’s none of your business. And it’s Gabe for fuck’s sake. You trust him to run Purgatory and Fire and Ice, but he’s not good enough to be married to me, or is it the other way around? Am I not good enough for him?”

      “Baby. Let’s sit down and eat first before we get into all this,” Gabe suggested. “This conversation is going downhill fast, even for me.”

      “I’m not hangry, if that’s what you’re suggesting. I’m angry because I’m tired of being lied to, I’m tired of being coddled, and I’m tired of being overlooked by this entire family.”

      Maggie moved to a seat and began picking out her food. “You might not be hangry, but I’m pretty close. You are all being ridiculous right now and this pregnant woman needs to eat.”

      Nina cringed. Maggie and Gabe were right. They did need to take a step back. She was angrier at Tucker than she’d thought and despite the amazing makeup sex between her and Gabe, they still had several issues to work through too. “Fine,” she said, popping down into her seat once again.

      Maggie laughed and it wasn’t some kind of delicate little snort. Nope. Her giggles erupted wildly and filled the room. And they were infectious. Next thing Nina knew, she was laughing right alongside her sister-in-law. She had no idea why they were laughing, but there was apparently no stopping it.

      “Oh good Lord. Might as well give up now. My wife’s got the giggles and once it starts, you can forget it.”

      A strange look crossed Gabe’s face, horror maybe? Whatever it was it only made her laugh harder. Her stomach was beginning to hurt and tears were streaming from her eyes.

      “Is this a pregnancy thing?” Gabe asked. “And if so, why is Nina falling apart?”

      Tucker shook his head. “It’s better not to ask, bro. Just roll with it and pass the egg rolls.”

      As the two men began to shovel their way through several orders of sesame chicken, General Tso’s chicken and enough fried rice to feed an army, Nina continued to laugh hysterically. She’d look at Maggie and laugh harder, and Maggie would look at her and laugh harder. Clearly, they were losing it.

      It took nearly thirty minutes before she could finally get a bite of food, but by then she’d realized that they were going to be okay. Tucker was still her brother, Maggie was her friend and sister by marriage, and soon there would be a sweet niece to coddle.

      As she took the last bite of her crab rangoon, she caught Gabe’s gaze and remembered the real truth. Whatever secrets her brothers might hold, it would probably pale in comparison to the memories still locked in her head.
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      “Is she still not talking?” Mason leaned back in his chair and waited for Victor, his longtime lawyer and confidant to answer the question. They’d gotten together to discuss Savannah Lewis and her upcoming hearing. Since she had decided to plead guilty to her husband’s death on national television there didn’t seem much point in fighting for a trial.

      But he couldn’t shake the fact there had to be more to the story. It drove him crazy on the regular that she’d faked some sort of medical condition for years to pop up one day out of the blue with a crazed confession.

      “Nope. Still nothing. The cops have questioned her for details and I’ve tried talking to her in private and she won’t tell us anything. It’s like talking to a brick wall. I don’t know anything more today about what prompted her confession than I did when she first made that stupid televised appearance. I’d like to throttle her though.”

      Mason arched a brow at Victor. His lead counsel and co-keeper of family secrets seemed particularly ruffled today. It was out of character for the normally unflappable man who kept his cool in every situation Mason had dragged him into, and over the years there had been some doozies.

      He leaned forward and placed his hands on the table. “Throttling her sounds extreme.”

      Victor grinned. “It sounded better than the fact that woman needs the spanking of her life.”

      Now he definitely had his attention. “This sounds a little off topic, but I’ll bite. You want to spank her?”

      “Have you seen her? Even a prison outfit can’t diminish her beauty. And her lack of cooperation brings out—shall we say—certain instincts.”

      Mason shook his head. “Considering the woman is headed for life in prison if she doesn’t speak up, I wouldn’t spend too much time thinking about her like that. I don’t need you distracted on this one. We’re too damn close to the finish line.”

      “Do I look like I’m fucking distracted?”

      Mason chose to bite back his comment on that one. He didn’t doubt Victor could and would do his job here, but he found it highly amusing that Savannah Lewis was the one who’d finally gotten to him. Odd for the man who plowed through submissives like a backhoe on demolition day.

      He also had no idea if the woman he could technically call his stepmother leaned that way. Or if he should even be thinking about her like that. “There has got to be something that will get to her.”

      “I think someone already did.”

      Mason nodded. “You mean Nina. It’s weird, those two. One can’t remember and the other refuses to remember.”

      “Well, yeah. It did surprise me that she talked to Nina at all, but that’s not what I meant.”

      Mason pulled himself out of his head and stared back at Victor. “What does that mean? You think someone else has gotten to her?”

      “Well, she appears stoic and nonchalant every time I visit, but what other explanation could there be for her refusing to talk? It’s been years and from everything we’ve compiled on that bastard of a man she was married to, we could probably keep her out of prison even after that confession. There is so much evidence that Reverend Lewis was a psychopath. A decent jury wouldn’t dream of convicting an innocent woman who wanted to protect herself or her family.”

      Mason snorted. “I hope you aren’t referring to Nina on that one, because I sincerely doubt Savannah considers her family. Not after the bullshit bomb she dropped on her the other day.” He ground his teeth together. “Letting her walk out of there believing she’d married her brother by blood was cruel.”

      Victor nodded. “Maybe. Maybe not. Cruelty comes in all forms and for many reasons and believe me I’ve seen them all. When you work in the law like I do, you have to have a damned strong stomach.”

      “Bullshit!” Mason slammed his fist on the table. “Savannah is no innocent. She lived in that house. She had to know what was going on. She’s not that stupid.”

      “If she’s not stupid then why the fuck did she confess? That’s the biggest rookie mistake in the book. Confessions are for the weak.”

      “You’re an asshole,” Mason said.

      “And? What’s your point?” Victor drummed his fingers on the table. “I told you I think someone got her to confess. I didn’t say it was because she had a good heart. I don’t give a shit about her heart. I just need some answers so I can craft a fucking defense.”

      “Who? Who in the hell could know what happened that night? There was no one else there except for Nina. And she sure as hell can’t tell us anything. And then there is the why? Why would someone want Savannah to confess to murder after all these years?”

      “There are only a few motivations for murder, my friend. Power, jealousy and money. So we need to look for the obvious. In this case, the estate she technically could control still has a lot of money left in it.”

      “Not if I have anything to say about it. I’ve worked this shit for too long and I’m this close to dismantling it all. No one is going to fuck this up for me.” He really didn’t like the direction this conversation had started to take. He’d been staring at the board doing his best to figure out the game because he assumed all of the players were visible. The idea they weren’t infuriated him.

      “I think it’s time for us to consider the possibility. Unless your sister is lying about what she can and can’t remember, nothing else makes sense.”

      Mason thought about the implications of Victor’s idea. If someone else was playing the game, how would they find that person if they couldn’t get Savannah to break or Nina to remember. “I’m calling everyone in. If someone else had been there that night there has to be someone who saw or heard something.” Hell, any fucking clue would do at this point.

      “I thought Nina was on the run and no one knew where?”

      Mason smirked at his friend. “Seriously? You bought into that bullshit? Between Tucker and Gabe, someone knew and if they didn’t they’ve certainly figured it out by now. My brothers are a lot of things, but stupid isn’t one of them. This family has a knack for solving problems.” He stood from the table and fished his cell phone out of his pocket. He still had a lot of work to do.

      “Frequent trips to hell will do that to a family,” Victor said.

      Mason started typing out a text. “You have no idea.”
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      Nina had finally started to settle down a bit after consuming copious amounts of wine with her meal and conversation that had not included anyone’s problems when her phone alert went off.

      She had a new text.

      And she wasn’t the only one.

      Gabe and Tucker were reaching for their phones at the same time she did hers.

      She frowned at the name listed at the top of the message. She did not want to talk to Mason. But as Gabe and Tucker read through it and then looked at each other, her curiosity got the better of her and she thumb tapped the home button to open the screen.

      Urgent: Knight has just returned from a visit with Savannah and we need to get together to discuss it. If something doesn’t give in the next 72 hours I’m afraid we won’t be able to save her from prison time.

      As usual, Mason’s communication landed on the side of over dramatic. When it came to him everything was dire or urgent. For once she’d like to get a “Hey, how are you doing?” or a weird emoji from him. She snort giggled at that idea and all heads turned her way.

      “You get it too?” Gabe asked.

      She nodded, keeping her mouth shut until the urge to laugh again passed.

      “And you think it’s funny?” Tucker asked, hurt clearly in his eyes.

      Well, that sobered her up quick. “No. As much as I’m not sure I even like your mother right now, I don’t want to see her going to jail for something we aren’t sure she did.”

      “Then what’s so funny?” he asked again.

      She shrugged. “Just a momentary brain fart I guess. I imagined for a second Mason actually not sending a message that didn’t sound like our lives depended on it. He could have sent the poop emoji. That would have been a refreshing change.”

      Gabe choked. “Ha! That would have made me snort too. I’m not sure that man has a funny bone in his body. I often wonder how Rebecca puts up with him.”

      “She’s a saint. Or at least deserves a medal.” She’d often wanted to ask Rebecca that very question, but had refrained for fear the answer would be something even acid couldn’t remove from her memory. There was such a thing as too much information and then there could be TMI. There was definitely a difference.

      “Is someone going to tell me what the message said? I didn’t get a text.” Maggie frowned down at her phone.

      “Apparently we all need to get together and discuss Savannah. I guess Victor just came from visiting her.”

      “Ohhh,” Maggie said. “That Victor scares me a little. Not that I’ve ever been a fan of attorneys or anything.” She wagged her finger at no one in particular. “But that one. I don’t know. Just being in the same room with him makes me feel like I should be afraid. He’s got a dark side.”

      “Who doesn’t?” Gabe asked. “Although if I were you, I’d mind your instincts in this case and stay away from him whenever possible. He’s a hard one to read. While he’d never given me trouble at Purgatory when he stops in, I can’t shake the feeling he’s always one step away from crossing a serious line. So I keep the staff on alert just in case.”

      “I hope his visit was more productive than mine.” And just like that all the hope she’d begun to feel slipped away.

      Gabe crossed to her and pulled her into his arms. “Maybe we need to hear what Mason has to say. It could go a long way to clearing the air if you threaten to crush his balls while we’re there. Plus, as a side bonus, I’d really enjoy watching my former boss squirm.”

      “Former? You were really serious about that?”

      He cupped her chin and tilted her head until their gazes met. “Honey, I walked out right after you did and I haven’t been back since. As much as I’ve loved my job over the years, it’s no longer my world. You are.”

      Her stomach flip-flopped at his words. If they hadn’t already worn out the bed the night before she’d probably drag him back in there right now. Audience be damned.

      “Is that how we sound?” Tucker asked. “If so, I need to go do something drastic to get my man card back.”

      “Fuck you,” Gabe said, although the tone of his voice carried zero heat.

      “How do you think I got pregnant?” Maggie walked over to Tucker on the couch and climbed onto his lap. “It’s those moments when you say nice things that I forgive you for the morning sickness, the heartburn, the lack of sleep…”

      The rest of her words were cut off as Tucker took her mouth in a fierce kiss, his hands sinking into her hair as he tugged her closer. Another something she really didn’t need to see. Maybe she should suggest they get a room.

      “Now I think I’m going to throw up,” she whispered to Gabe.

      He shook his head. “Nah. The two of them are perfect together. She’s the perfect mix of submissive woman and strong-willed wife.”

      Nina’s heart stuttered. Was that his way of saying that’s what he wanted from her? Despite the way he got to her last night, she still felt a far cry from submissive. In fact, she still doubted she’d ever be that submissive to anyone. Not even the man she loved.

      Her chest tightened as the word bounced around her brain. It still felt foreign to her. He claimed to love her and she knew she loved him. But she’d never had much faith in love. How could she?

      “You know not everyone is made that way,” she ventured, making sure to avoid eye contact as she spoke. “Sometimes you have to accept that some things just can’t be changed.

      Gabe grabbed her hand. “Don’t do that, Nina. Don’t compare the two of them to us. Every relationship is different, as is the desires and needs of each person in it. Don’t assume that I need you to be more like Maggie, or Tori or even Rebecca. Your brothers are very different and if you look closely enough you’ll see how each of them needed something else.

      “Don’t you mean your brothers?”

      He sighed. “They’re more your brothers than mine.”

      Drawn by the sadness in his voice, she turned and looked at him. Really looked at him. Most of the time she only noticed the strength that rolled off him in waves pretty much day and night. Or the rugged beauty of his physical perfection. The color and depth of his eyes alone was enough to get any woman he chose to hand over her panties before she could think twice. I mean how many times had she nearly jumped him over the years?

      Today, in this moment, he looked tired. There were deep shadows under his eyes that easily told her how much sleep he’d been losing. Another thing she could rest at her feet since he’d been trying to find her.

      But it was the sadness that crept into his features, probably when he thought no one was looking. Except now. He watched her as intently as she watched him. It was a moment of open honesty that no words could portray as clearly.

      Mason’s revelation had to have rocked his world to its foundation. Maybe even cracked it. While she’d been dealing with the guilt of what she’d said to him, she’d never taken into account what it must have done to him to learn that his father was a monster. Or that his kind of best friend had kept it a secret from him.

      “It will be hard to accept them as brothers,” he finally said, his voice barely above a whisper.

      “Because that would mean you would have to accept him as your father.”

      He shook his head, almost violently. “No. That man is—wasn’t my father. Brand Michaels is my father and I don’t need blood to remember that.”

      “I’m sorry. That’s not what I meant.” She reached out and touched the hand he clutched rigidly against his side.

      “Don’t.”

      The one word warning that came out of him on a semi growl made her step back. The look in his eyes had hardened in an instant and a shiver of fear worked over her.

      “Goddammit, Nina. Don’t look at me like that.”

      “Like what?” she fired back at him with more than a little false bravo.

      “Like you’re scared of me,” he whispered. “You know I’d never hurt you. I just don’t want your pity. Not that. I can accept a lot of things from you. Back talk, secrets, even disappearing to a point. But I CAN NOT take you looking at me with PITY.”

      “Everything okay?”

      In the midst of their discussion, Tucker had come to her side without her realizing it.

      “Yes, everything is fine.”

      “That’s right. She doesn’t need a guard dog to protect her from me. I’m the husband, remember?”

      “Jesus Christ, Gabe. Look at yourself before you start frothing at the mouth. I’m across the room making out with my wife and the next thing I see you’re clenching your fists at your side and advancing on my sister like she is the enemy. What do you expect?”

      Gabe tore his eyes from hers and looked down. Clenching might have been a strong word, but he’d definitely been freaking out a little. Even her nerves were strung tight now.

      Not truly because she’d been scared though. More like because he was freaking out and that freaked her out.

      “We’re going home,” Gabe declared.

      “What?” Tucker asked.

      “What?” she asked at the same time.

      “We are going home,” he repeated.

      “What about Mason?” she asked.

      He set the meet for later tonight after Fire and Ice closes. That gives us a lot of time and we need to talk. In private.”

      He was looking at her with every word and she had a feeling he did not want to actually talk. This was about him. He needed something from her.

      “I don’t think that’s a great idea. Why don’t we go to my place instead? There’s plenty of room for privacy.

      “No!” Both she and Gabe said at the same time.

      Tucker took a step back and raised his arms. “Okay, chill. You two are going to give me whiplash.”

      Gabe wrapped his arm around her waist and tugged her close. “I’m taking her home. It’s where she belongs now.”

      Tucker’s left eyebrow raised, but a big smile spread across Maggie’s face. Before Tucker could get some smart ass response out, she grabbed him by the hand and squeezed. “I think that sounds like a fine idea. It sounds like tonight is going to be stressful so a little time to relax and adjust before we all have to meet will do us all some good. These last few days have taken a toll, wouldn’t you say, honey?”

      Nina watched her brother struggle with his need to take control of the situation. It’s what he did. Hell, it’s what they all tried to do.

      Welcome to her life. It was like the X Games only the players were all Doms and the sport they competed in was control. Sometimes it was exhausting.

      She saw the moment he gave in. His muscles loosened and his fingers tightened around Maggie’s hand. For being a submissive she sure knew how to wrap Tucker around her finger. Good for her. All of them needed to lighten up a little.

      After placing a quick kiss on the top of his wife’s head and she was almost certain a pinch to her ass too, he turned and faced them. “So, we’ll meet at Fire and Ice then? Looks like I have something important to handle before the meeting.”

      Maggie rolled her eyes and Nina covered her mouth to smother her laugh.

      Gabe was right about one thing for sure. Those two were meant to be together. Too bad it had taken them so long. It would have been nice if none of them had suffered through Tucker’s brooding period. While a lot of great art came out of it, it had not been fun to watch him be a virtual recluse.

      “Sounds like a plan,” Gabe said.

      The two men nodded at each other and after hugs all around and a stern warning from her brother to “watch out for that one.” Maggie and Tucker left, leaving her and Gabe alone again.

      “How about I clean up the kitchen and you go pack whatever you have here that you need to bring home. Deal?”

      She nodded. Grateful he’d just given her an opportunity to escape for a few minutes. She had a lot to process and being in the same room with him made it difficult to concentrate. Just his presence distracted her. Couple that with the looping image reel of them in bed together and she had no hope of rational thought.

      She hurried into the bedroom and pulled her travel bag out from under the bed. Most of what she’d brought still sat out in her car so it only took her a few minutes to gather everything. Then she spent the rest of the time staring at the bed. She’d always thought this cabin was a great little escape, but now she’d be viewing it in an all new light.

      Gabe changed everything.

      Despite her lingering reservations, he’d given her a spark of hope. She only hoped she could live up to the woman he thought she was. And she really hoped that whatever bombs Mason and Victor were about to drop didn’t level all their hard work.

      She grabbed her purse, slung her overnight bag over her shoulder and looked around the room that may have changed her future. She had a job to do and it wasn’t going to get done here.

      Closing the door behind her, she headed into the living/kitchen area.

      At the sight of Gabe putting away the last of the dishes she smiled. Seeing the glimpse of a domestic side to her husband gave her little flutters. There had to be a way to make this work, right?

      “I’m ready to go.”

      He turned and smiled, a look so devastatingly beautiful it hurt to even consider it might not be something she got to see every day.

      Okay, universe, okay. There definitely had to be a way.
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      The drive had gone by quietly as they were both apparently lost in thought. Until he pulled into the driveway. He hated to admit that his emotions were a little too close to the surface for comfort, but having her back in his home with him where she belonged should go a long way to soothing some of the residual anxiety still plaguing him.

      He wanted to keep her safe and happy. If that meant wrapping her up in bubble wrap and locking her inside his house, he would probably consider it. He couldn’t stand to lose anyone else.

      While it had been many years since his parents’ deaths, this whole revelation had brought everything back like it was yesterday. Old wounds were lanced open, giving way to pain he had mostly left behind. And it was beginning to fester.

      He hit the button for his garage and pulled inside the cavernous space. They’d left her car behind in favor of his SUV so he made a mental note to himself to send someone out there to retrieve it.

      He quickly parked and got out so he could open the door for her. Unfortunately, she beat him to it and was already closing the door behind her when he grabbed her elbow.

      “You should have let me get that,” he said, his tone a little harder than he’d meant.

      She jerked her gaze to his. “I can get my own door, Gabe. I’m not weak or in need of coddling.

      “Maybe I just want to be a gentleman.”

      She scoffed. “If I believed that I would have let you open the door.”

      He shook his head. That was his wife, stubborn and obstinate to the last. She didn’t exactly know it yet, but this was why he saw discipline in her future. She needed to get things out instead of letting them hide inside until she was ready to explode.

      Hello pot, this is kettle.

      He ignored that annoying thought and refocused on Nina. “Are you going to tell me what’s got you uptight or am I going to have to guess? Is it the meeting later tonight? Or is it because I insisted you come home?”

      She looked at the door that led into the house and then back at him. “No and kinda. I’m not upset you brought us home. I love it here. I’m just still worried about everything. And yes, I am a little concerned about the ‘family’ meeting later.” She accompanied the word family with air quotes.

      He got it. Their definition of family had taken a turn for weird and then some.

      “There’s going to be a lot of pressure on me to help solve this situation and I can’t. I can already imagine Mason being all judgey about it too. Not to mention I’m still pissed at him and I think you are too. So I don’t anticipate tonight being a whole lot of fun. I’m already tired of fighting.”

      He took a deep breath and slowly exhaled to give himself a few minutes to think through his response. That rush of explanation she’d delivered had a lot of elements to it and he needed to address each one.

      “First, I seriously doubt Mason judges you. Yes, he acts like a dick sometimes, but that’s just because he tries to carry the heavy burden of this family alone. He thinks if he takes on all the responsibility, then the rest of us don’t have to. For some reason, he believes that’s his job.”

      “That’s stupid,” she said.

      “I agree. But until now I haven’t been in a position to set him straight on that. When I was just a friend of the family or his employee my hands were tied. I think he’s going to be surprised at tonight’s meeting when he realizes that he’s not dealing with this alone anymore. We, meaning me, Tucker and Levi, are going to force him to accept our help.”

      “Does that mean you’re accepting them as your brothers?”

      He shrugged. “I’m not accepting that bastard as my father. That’s never going to happen. As for the rest, we’ll see. I keep thinking about it and how I want to handle it and the resolution isn’t quite clear. However, you and I are married now, so as far as I’m concerned that makes me a part of the family whether I like it or not. And by the way, I do like being your family. That’s all that really matters isn’t it?”

      She nodded her head, tears shimmering in her eyes. He waited for them to fall and almost smiled when they didn’t. His wife had a steel backbone and more will than anyone he’d ever known. The fact he’d ever seen her breakdown only proved to him how deep their relationship ran. She didn’t seem to trust a lot of people, but when she did she generally gave as much as she could.

      “Second, I think you are still reading too much into my expectations. I don’t have any for today. Well, other than for you to keep an open mind and honestly try when I suggest something. That’s not to say I won’t have expectations later on down the road. Once we begin to discover what works and doesn’t work for us, we can proceed from there. So relax. If nothing else happens, today can be a moment for us to learn and enjoy each other. It doesn’t have to be anything else.”

      She looked over at him. “You say that now. But what happens when you find out I’m not capable of what you need? I don’t think I’m ready for that crushing blow to my ego.”

      He smiled. How could he not? “Stop,” he said, placing his hands on her shoulders. “Let’s put this whole not what I need thing to rest, okay?” He grabbed her hand and squeezed. “You and I have been in a relationship of some sort for years. We were and still are friends. But I’ve been in love with you for a very long time and whether or not you can submit to me in and out of the bedroom isn’t going to change that.

      “Although let's be real, babe. You’ve been submitting to me whether you realized it or not. You call me when things get too tough to handle alone because you need me. It’s as simple as that. My being a Dominant and you responding to that doesn’t have to be defined. It just is. And as for the bedroom….”

      He smiled, remembering how eager she’d been to follow his instructions. “You’ve got exactly what I need. So this continuous loop of doubt you’ve got running through your head needs to stop. You’re building it up into something that simply doesn’t exist. I don’t need labels. You don’t want to call yourself a submissive? Fine. Don’t. It’s not going to change a thing between you and me.”

      She looked up at him without saying anything for so long, he began to wonder exactly what thoughts ran through her head.

      “Whatever it is. Say it.” The more she talked the more opportunity he had to get through her layers and layers of barriers.

      She opened her mouth, closed it and then opened it again. “But I thought you wanted a submissive. Someone into your lifestyle. I’ve heard you say it.”

      He scoffed. “All I want is you. The rest doesn’t matter. Although I have no doubt that when you decide to get out of your own way, everything is going to fall into place for us.”

      A few heartbeats of silence continued between them and he started to believe he was just going to have to pick her up, hoist her over his shoulder and carry her to bed. Sometimes words weren’t what people needed. They needed action.

      “Anyone ever tell you what a stubborn pain in the ass you can be?” she finally asked, obviously trying to hide a smile.

      “Anyone ever tell you that you obviously like stubborn?” He leaned down and captured her lips for a quick kiss.

      “I do not,” she said, laughing.

      “Liar.” He took her mouth again this time taking his time. When her lips parted and he swept his tongue inside, he gave himself a little mental pat on the back. He had no doubt that with a little time he could erase all of her reservations and fears. And she would prove to be the best damned submissive any man could ever hope for. Although he would be the only man ever having her. Fuck it all if she thought she could get away from him now.

      Vows had been made.

      She belonged to him.
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      When they entered the house she dropped her bag and her purse on the mudroom bench. She inhaled deep and slowly exhaled. The weeks leading up to their marriage had been the best and worst of her life.

      She knew her subconscious was battering at her to discover her truths and on the outside, she had Gabe standing beside her willing to protect her from anything and everything in his power.

      If someone had told her a month ago she and Gabe would be married and living together she would have laughed herself silly.

      She walked into the living room and stood facing the windows that overlooked the lake. She’d found peace here on more than one occasion and it offered the same kind of tranquility now.

      “Tell me what you’re thinking?”

      Gabe had followed her in and stood very close to her back. Close enough she felt heat radiating off of him that soaked clear into her bones. God, her mind truly was at war. On the one hand, it seemed she had no choice but to stand on her own two feet and figure out everything for herself and on the other, Gabe only had to give her a certain look and she simply wanted to lean on him for comfort and support.

      “I love it here. This house. The view of the lake. Being with you.” She hesitated a few heartbeats before continuing, “I know I’ve not been very open with you all of the time and my mind can’t seem to make a decision if its life depended on it right now, but you need to know that just being here—with you. It means everything.”

      He stepped closer, his chest brushing against her back. “I couldn’t agree more. You belong here.”

      He spun her around until they faced each other. His intense gaze colliding with hers electrified her.

      “With me,” he finished.

      Her stomach flipped and a shiver worked through her. The dark and delicious tone of those two words did something funny to her. She wanted to say something, but the right words eluded her.

      “You need to go in my office, strip completely out of all clothing and bend over my desk with your palms on the wood. Is that understood?”

      Heat shot through her at his demand and before she could answer his question he continued.

      “Despite your thoughts having gone back and forth on your decision to submit to me, or maybe because of it, we should focus more on our original intent. Admittedly, we’ve both had a tumultuous few days, but it’s past time to get things back on the right track. I think the perfect way to do that is to return to where it started. In fact, a slightly more formal scene may be just what is needed.”

      She stared at him as shock coursed through her. And arousal. Fuck. Maybe he was right and she needed to quit fighting him on this. If she hated it, and that seemed unlikely since her panties were getting soaked as she stood there thinking, they’d deal with it afterward.

      They were adults. They could be rational about this, right?

      “I’m still waiting. Did you understand me?”

      “Yes,” she said, fighting for breath. When he simply continued to stare at her she realized her mistake. “Yes, Sir,” she amended, wishing she could get used to calling him that.

      “Better. Not great, but definitely better. Now do as you’ve been told. I will join you when I’m ready.” He moved to the side and gestured with his arm in the direction of his office.

      Nina moved past him without another word. What else was there to say? Either she did as he asked or she refused. And then where would they be? It still felt a little like a silly game to her, but she could play along. He would make it fun. And pleasurable.

      A tiny smile played across her lips as she walked down the hall to his closed office door and slipped inside. So far he hadn’t asked for anything she couldn’t or didn’t want to do. Taking off her clothes and waiting for her gorgeous new husband was hardly a hardship she couldn’t endure.

      And she guessed the odds were good that he would spank her again. Something she had nothing against. Moving through the room the scent of leather and man filtered through her senses. This room reminded her of Gabe in every good way. She could imagine him already sitting at the desk, either working through whatever business he needed to take care of or watching her as she peeled the clothing from her body.

      She closed her eyes and let the fantasy of him watching her rush over her. Her nipples peaked from both the cool air of the room and the images running through her mind. Allowing those thoughts free reign, she bent over the couch, spreading her feet nice and wide to fold and place her clothing just so all while imagining him behind her.

      When the hell she’d gotten so wanton she had no idea. But then again, it was still just a fantasy and not reality.

      Not yet.

      She shivered at the idea, a sensation she felt all the way to her core. She crossed back over to his desk and looking at his chair as if he sat there with heat in his eyes as he watched her, she bent over and placed her hands on the shiny, cool wood.

      Whatever he was going to do next, she couldn’t wait. Everything ached for him to take her in hand and have his way with her. Whether that meant he was going to spank her or fuck her she didn’t really care. It was hard to pick a preference when both were bound to make her scream—in a good way.

      With her mind jumping from scenario to scenario, the door behind her clicked closed. Her body went rigid and her thoughts snapped into place. On the here and now where they belonged.

      He said nothing, but his soft footfalls on the carpet indicated he was heading her way. Torn with holding her position or turning to look at him she held her breath. Her heart was about to burst from her chest as the anticipation of him touching her at any moment built to a fiery level.

      She may be a grown woman who had a hard time calling him Sir, but she couldn’t deny there were many aspects about Gabe that intrigued her. Especially the idea of him coming in here to do anything to her he liked. While that gave her more than a little apprehension, she was also so wet it threatened to drip to her thighs.

      His footsteps ceased and her heart stuttered in response. He had to be right behind her. So close she could probably lean back and bump him. When she thought she would go crazy, the sound of him rustling behind her began. The clink of his belt as he unfastened it made her jerk, but it was the distinct sound of it being whisked free from the loopholes of his pants that made little beads of sweat pop out across her forehead.

      He leaned forward and draped himself across her back, making his weight pin her a little more to the desk. That sense of vulnerability she struggled with before continued to heighten.

      “You’re so damned beautiful naked and draped over my desk. Do you know how much willpower it takes for me not to sink into you right now?”

      She shook her head. No way in hell coherent words were coming out right now.

      “You ready for more? I need you to just relax. His fingers lightly traced the side of her rib cage and hip. “Can you do that for me?”

      “Yes,” she said with a hoarse whisper.

      “Mmmm,” he said with a satisfied hum. He reached over her head and covered her eyes with a strip of fabric once again taking away her sight. That sudden loss of vision gave her a momentary kick of panic.

      “Gabe,” she whimpered wishing her voice didn’t sound so tiny.

      “It’s okay, baby, I’m still here and I’m not going anywhere. You will not be alone. Just like last time.”

      At his reminder of her safety, the taut muscles in her stomach loosened a fraction. She had to remember that the last time he’d blindfolded her had been nothing but pleasurable.

      With the fabric tied tight, he stood and cold air rushed across her backside.

      He grabbed her hand and tugged. “Go ahead and stand then turn and face me with your hands together at your pussy.”

      Her belly swooped and her mouth went dry at his command. She swallowed hard as he helped her up from the desk so she could turn. Once steady on her feet she placed her arms exactly as he’d asked.

      “Good girl,” he praised as he grasped her wrists and wound the leather belt tightly around them. “Now breathe,” he said as he ran a finger under the snug leather strap.

      She took a slight breath and then released it slow. It seemed being this excited made it too easy for her to forget important things like air.

      “Don’t be scared, Nina. I’ve got you. No matter what happens tonight you are safe. Okay?”

      “Yes,” she whispered, her breath even more ragged than before.

      She was at his mercy more than ever before and she couldn’t decide how that made her feel. The anticipation of more warred with the slight fear she still couldn’t shake.

      “It’s okay to be afraid. It’s a normal reaction to the unknown. Just keep breathing and everything will be fine.”

      She smiled at his reassurance. If she relaxed and took a breath, she felt the knowledge that she could actually trust him deep in her soul. There were no doubts there. She only had to listen.

      Nina jumped when his fingers suddenly touched her skin, running a path from her hip bone to between her legs.

      “It pleases me to see you this wet, sweet wife. Your desire is potent and delicious.”

      She didn’t get a chance to respond before he slid a finger inside her, teasing her with slow strokes. Instead of words, her body did all the talking as her hips jerked in an eager attempt to get more.

      “Now you’re just being naughty. Be still and let me play. If you do as you’re told and be nice and still, I promise you will be rewarded in spades.”

      Nina sighed. He was going to kill her slowly in the worst way possible. She just knew it.

      And he proved her right just seconds later when the sound of something electronic buzzing filled the room.

      “You can’t blame a man for wanting to spend as much time as he can with his wife like this when she has the most beautiful pink cunt that swells to perfection the longer she’s teased.”

      She gasped when something smooth suddenly vibrated on her clit, sending shards of sensation straight to her core. If he kept this up for long she wouldn’t last on her already shaky legs. She’d come into this room already on edge, now she teetered.

      But as she suspected, he was far from done playing. He gave her a few more jolting passes with the toy before it disappeared.

      She tried not to whimper, she really did, but her husband already knew how to touch her for maximum impact.

      “You know. I think it’s high time I gave you a ring.”

      Nina wrinkled her forehead in confusion. What was he talking about? She already had a ring.

      “Well, it’s more like a clamp, but it happens to come in the shape of a ring so let’s call it that, okay?” The sound of his clothes rustling sharpened in her ears. She’d already learned that her hearing improved when her sense of sight was removed.

      “I’d show it to you, but I’m not ready to take off the blindfold so you’ll have to trust me on how pretty it is. Hopefully, you like emeralds because I thought the green would look marvelous against your pale skin.”

      She was back to holding her breath again. She couldn’t think about gems because she was too busying worrying where exactly this ring would go. She had a suspicion…

      He didn’t make her wait long and she’d been right.

      He stroked between her legs with a gentle touch, but even that little bit of connection with her over sensitized body brought every sensation roaring back to life. It was as if her pulse beat between her legs. Fast. Like her heart beat.

      Then something small and cool touched her, sliding through her wetness. Then circled her clit…

      A small but sharp pinch made her gasp as he fastened the jewelry to her most intimate part. The jolt of pain quickly gave way to what she could only describe as a throb setting her back on the edge where she continued to teeter.

      Was it bad that she wanted to rip the blindfold off and watch? She wanted to see what he saw.

      “Don’t worry, babe. It’s even more stunning than I thought.” His fingers nudged the ring making her even more acutely aware of every little sensation. “How does it feel?”

      “Like I need to come but can’t” she whispered, her tone huskier than before.

      “Good. Then I’ve got you right where I want you.”

      She glared at him, but it sucked knowing he couldn’t see it. And part of her wanted to flip him off, but if she did that then he would absolutely make her wait even longer and she definitely couldn’t do that.

      “Get down on your knees.”

      His new order came from what felt like out of the blue. Before she could make sense of his sudden change, his hand wrapped around her neck with a not so gentle grip.

      “This still feels like a game to you, doesn’t it?”

      It had. But maybe not so much now. That grip and his tone did something to her she couldn’t explain. More than a simple belly swoop. He’d gone right to her head giving her this funny sensation of standing in the midst of a foggy night that suddenly cleared. She let her eyes drift closed as she took a moment to savor the sweet sensations coursing through her.

      “I’m waiting, Nina. I need to hear that you want this. That you want me. That what’s between us is not really a game to you.”

      And there it was. That need that she’d known existed inside him all along. The one she was certain she could never fulfill no matter how hard she tried.

      Nina shoved those dark thoughts away. She willingly stood there with her hands belted in front of her, blindfolded and so far she’d enjoyed every minute of his sweet torture. In fact, had she ever been this turned on in her life? Wanted someone with even a spark of what she felt for him?

      He didn’t give her the chance to answer her own questions.

      “Never mind,” he said, steering her away from the desk instead of to the floor. “I’ve got a better idea.”

      One minute she’d been leaning against the desk and the next he’d pushed her into the wall. At least that’s what the cool rigid surface against her back felt like. Wall, door—something. He drew her arms above her head, stretching them high. Then his heat at her front disappeared.

      She tugged her arms to find they couldn’t move. “Gabe? What’s going on?”

      “I’ve got all kinds of fun little tricks built into this room, including hooks in which to hang you from.”

      Something much darker than before slithered down her spine, cooling the heat that had been threatening to burn her alive. The ache of unfulfilled need transformed, changing into icy fingers of fear that clawed their way up her skin and wrapped around her neck.

      “No,” she whispered, her throat aching from that tiny little word.

      “Nina, what’s wrong?”

      She strained to hear him. Why in the hell did he sound so far away?

      Her pulse kicked up making it roar in her ears and blocking out all other sounds. She pulled on her hands, but the belt didn’t budge. She was trapped.

      As panic set in she swung her head from side to side, freezing when something else hit her senses. This time a very particular scent.

      Oh fuck. She smelled smoke.

      No. No, not again. She had to fight. She had to get out…

      “Nina! For God’s sake stop fighting me. I’m just trying to get you loose.”

      She stilled at the urgent and deep tone of Gabe’s voice. “What’s going on?” she asked.

      “You’re freaking out, baby. Just take a deep breath and give me two seconds to get you free.”

      She nodded, her throat thickening with emotion. She didn’t like this feeling of confusion. Fortunately, true to his word, Gabe had her released from the hook and the belt removed from her wrists in quick time.

      He lifted her into his arms and carried her over to the couch.

      “Do you know what happened?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. I guess kind of, maybe?”

      He chuckled. “Those are some pretty indecisive words, babe. What’s the last thing you remember thinking before you relaxed?”

      She pulled her lips between her teeth and reached for an answer. “It’s vague. I don’t know why. I just remember one minute feeling like I was floating in a great space and then the next I was trapped.”

      “Your memories are so close,” he said, rubbing his fingers gently back and forth along her arm.

      He was probably right, she thought as her gaze roamed the room. But why?

      “What is that?” she cried, pointing to a pile of rope sitting on a small table next to where she’d stood against the wall.

      He followed her gaze. “Rope,” he said, clear caution in his voice. “I had some fun ideas on how to play with you after I got you tied up. There’s a crop underneath it.”

      She scrambled off his lap and to her surprise he let her go. “You were going to whip me?” She couldn’t erase the rising fear in her voice, nor did she want to.

      “No,” he said slowly as he got up and retrieved the items in question from the table. “A crop is nothing like a whip. It’s a cross between a spanking and a full on whipping. Although it can leave some pretty sweet marks not unlike a whip.”

      “I don’t like this,” she murmured as she paced from one side of the room to the other. “In fact, I don’t think I like this at all.”

      “Why not? I spanked you with my hand and you liked it.”

      “I did not!” she snapped at him. “You made me cry.”

      “That was the point,” he stated, still calm as ever. “You wouldn’t let go of your guilt and that exercise was meant to make you get over it and feel better. Sometimes you need to get out of your own head and relax.”

      She snorted. “I guess it didn’t work.”

      “It worked just fine. Unfortunately, you’ve built those walls back up almost as high as before. But that’s okay, I can still work with that,” he conceded, “but not right now. We both just need to take a step back. Calm down.”

      She ground her teeth together as she fought the annoyance beginning to creep in. She hated nothing more than being told to calm down. If she wasn’t being calm then there was a damn good reason for it. Although right now she couldn’t pinpoint it for the life of her.

      “I think being unable to move is a trigger for you. You were okay with just your hands being bound, but when I took away your ability to get away, you panicked.”

      “Maybe.” She dragged in a shaky breath as her heart pounded.

      His frown and worry creases across his forehead made it clear he didn’t buy her maybe. But thankfully he didn’t push it any further.

      “What about that night? Can you talk any more about it? You said you were home alone and restless. What did you do next? Did you go out?”

      She shook her head. “I was never allowed to go anywhere or see anyone when my mother was at work. She was so paranoid that something would happen.”

      “Like what?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe she thought someone would hurt me or something. I thought she was crazy.”

      “So you didn’t go anywhere?”

      She lifted her shoulders. “Obviously I did or I wouldn’t have ended up at Tucker’s house. But I don’t remember how that happened.”

      “Are you hungry?”

      Her head snapped back at the sudden change in topic. “What? Uhm—” It had been a few hours since the Chinese food, but she wasn’t really hungry for much.

      “Some ice cream?” she asked.

      A wide smile split his face. “Sugar fiend. That crap is going to kill you.”

      “Such blasphemy,” she cried. “The only thing killing me is your obsession with health food. I’m surprised you even ate the Chinese earlier.”

      He rubbed his flat, perfectly sculpted abs. “A cheat now and again won’t ruin me, I guess.”

      Just that little reminder of his gorgeous bod had her mind wandering away from their failed scene and her little episode. But as he pulled her toward the kitchen, a little niggle of doubt bloomed in the back of her mind.

      How in the hell were they ever going to make this work?
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      “Where were you going to go?”

      Her head jerked up at his question. “What?”

      “At the cabin, you said you were leaving. Where were you planning to go?”

      Oh.

      She laid her head back down on Gabe’s chest and thought about his question before answering. What could she say that wouldn’t make her sound like an idiot? She took a deep breath and told him the truth. No point in trying to hide anything now. “I didn’t have any concrete plans. It’s part of the reason I went to the cabin. I needed some time to think on my own and I was hoping inspiration would strike me.”

      “And did it?”

      She shook her head. “Unfortunately not. I’d pretty much come to the conclusion that I just needed to get in my car and see where the road took me. I’ve never traveled anywhere you know.”

      He lifted his head. “Nowhere?”

      “Nope. My mother worked all the time and what little time she didn’t spend at the hospital was spent at the church with the Reverend. Whatever the hell he was selling to everyone, she bought it hook, line and sinker. As far as she was concerned he was the equivalent of the second coming.”

      “I think that’s the most you’ve ever told me about her,” he said, his fingers now stroking across her back. “But you’ve been on your own for a long time. Why didn’t you go somewhere since then?”

      “You’ve seen what my life was. I worked non-stop. Even before I owned the cafe I worked every possible moment I could, cut every corner I found and saved every extra dime that I didn’t need to eat and sleep. All I could focus on was having enough money in my life to never have to go back to her house. Then when the cafe property came up on the market, I put everything I had and a small loan from Tucker into it. And I’ve been working there every day since. I always planned on taking some grand vacations, but it just never happened.”

      Gabe pulled her fully across his body until they were touching from shoulder to toes. “And now you’re ready to walk away from it?” He sounded skeptical.

      She shrugged. “Why not? It’s not as if the café was some sort of lifelong dream. It was a means to an end. One that allowed me to be my own boss and not have to put up with someone telling me what to do all the time.”

      She hated the bitterness in her voice. At one point in time she had thought the café was the answer to all her dreams. And in the beginning, she’d loved it. Unfortunately, time and circumstances had a way of eroding everything she touched.

      He laughed. “You really seem to have some sort of block against people telling you what to do. Yet when I do it, you melt.”

      She slapped at his shoulder. “I do not!” Although she knew she was lying to herself. He’d proven that just a short while ago somewhere between ice cream and the long nap she’d indulged in. And at the cabin more than once.

      “Keep telling yourself that, babe.” He pinched her ass until she yelped.

      “Maybe it’s just you,” she said on a whisper.

      His expression sobered. “If that’s so then I am the luckiest man on the planet. Because you on your knees following my commands was the hottest fucking thing in this world. Well, except for you bent over my desk. I’d want to work every minute of my day if it meant you’d be there like that.”

      Nina felt the hot blush creep up her face. Considering what he did for a living she knew that couldn’t be true, but she appreciated the sentiment nonetheless.

      “What about you?” she asked. “Now that you’ve left Purgatory, what do you want to do?” Although she still couldn’t imagine him anywhere else. Purgatory had been everything to Gabe.

      “I don’t have to do anything if I don’t want to.”

      She squirmed against him, as an uncomfortable itchy feeling swept over her. “Because of the money?” She hated referring to the trust funds that Mason had set up for each of the Reverend’s children. The one she’d thankfully never touched except to give the first big installment away. Her pride and a deep-seated revulsion to anything that man touched made her vow she’d never use a dime of his money. Even the funds she’d borrowed from Tucker all those years ago came from his art, not his trust fund. She’d made sure of it as a part of their agreement. And she’d paid him back in full a long time ago.

      The idea of having a debt hanging over her head of any kind had never set well. Hell, a lot of things put her on edge. She wasn’t blind to it either. And that sinking feeling that all of her deepest, darkest fears all led back to that one night had settled into her bones.

      “You think I want or need his money?”

      Her head jerked up at the boiling anger in Gabe’s tone.

      “I—I didn’t mean—”

      “I know what you meant, but you’d be wrong. Purgatory has made me a wealthy man. Mason allowed me to buy a stake in the company after the first year we turned a profit. I gambled with my parents’ life insurance payout to do it and fortunately, it paid off. Especially when Fire and Ice opened. There’s never been any question that sex sells, but holy shit, who knew a Purgatory themed restaurant would be so damned popular? Of course, it helps that our wait staff doesn’t bat an eye if a submissive is sitting on the floor at her Master’s feet being hand fed. A lot of people get off on that.”

      Nina laughed. “You underestimated the hypocrisy of this city. On the outside, it looks like a perfectly respectable piece of the bible belt with more churches and followers per square mile than most cities its size. But like anywhere else, there’s a darkness lurking underneath it. And a shit ton of money.”

      “Wow, that’s harsh even for you, babe. Not everyone with money is like him, you know. That man was certifiable.”

      “Doesn’t that worry you?”

      He sat forward and brought her up with him. “You think because he’s my biological father, that’s going to make me like him?”

      That’s exactly the torment she’d lived with for years. Sins of the father and all that jazz. Her mother preached to her for years about how she needed to be more like her father. How he’d taken on the heavy burden of sin for the rest of the world so they could all be washed clean.

      She put her head in her hands trying to block out her mother’s voice in her head.

      Gabe grabbed her shoulder and shook her. “Nina, are you listening to me?”

      No, she wasn’t. Apparently, her brain wasn’t functioning right. All this talk of the past… She didn’t think she could take any more.

      “Just my mother’s ever-present voice reminding me once again what I should and shouldn’t do.”

      “You don’t like your mother very much do you?”

      She looked up at him and met his gaze. “Would you like yours if she spent your whole life preaching at you? There was always one reason or another I was going to hell. In case you haven’t noticed I don’t conform very well.”

      He reached up and brushed his finger across her cheek. “And yet, you gave her your vow. Why agree to save your virginity if you didn’t believe in her cause?”

      Nina laughed, a dark twisted sound that came from an ugly hidden place. “Oh, you can lay that one at the Reverend’s feet, not my mother. The more she preached I needed to be like him the more I resisted. Growing up, I knew down to my bones that that man wasn’t right. I just didn’t know the details. And I believed he was my father. Even though it was supposed to be some big secret. I accidentally caught them once, you know…”

      “Having sex?”

      She shook her head. “I didn’t think so at the time. But now, knowing what I know, they probably were.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “He had my mother tied up to a post in the middle of our basement, where he was whipping her naked body. She was moaning. I was horrified.”

      “Did you ask her about it?”

      She shook her head. “Hell no, I was afraid of what she’d do. I wasn’t even supposed to be there. I was always away when he visited. But that day I wasn’t feeling good so I went home early and I heard them.”

      “Nina,” he said her name with such sadness it nearly broke her heart. “You should have had someone to talk to. I can’t imagine how confusing that must have been.”

      She lifted her shoulders. “It was a long time ago. It doesn’t matter anymore. What matters is once I found out that it had to do with sex I was even more terrified. I thought something had to be seriously wrong with the both of them to do something like that. Hell, I entertained some pretty scary thoughts over that whole scenario. So, long before my mother forbade me from having premarital sex, I had vowed to refrain on my own. I would have done anything to stop from becoming them.”

      His grip tightened around her back as she watched a play of emotions cross his face and eventually land on what looked like anger.

      “You have a pretty vivid imagination if you believed you were anything like him. Hell, I never met the prick and I know all of us will never be like him. I don’t know what the hell made him the monster he became, but I seriously doubt it had anything to do with genetics. People like him aren’t born, they’re made.”

      She squirmed in his arms. This conversation had taken a turn into the deep end and it needed to stop. It dredged up dark feelings that still scared her.

      “I can’t go to the meeting tonight.”

      “Whoa. What? What do you mean? Why not?” The concern in his voice ratcheted higher.

      “There’s too much going on at once. Too much information to process. I don’t like it. First Savannah dropping that bombshell on me, then Mason dropping another and now—I don’t know—as much as I love Tucker, I’m not—” She stopped, unable to say the rest as hot shame swept through her.

      “Not that into helping Savannah?” he finished.

      It was freaky scary how he so easily got into her head. She shrugged. “I know that makes me a bad person…”

      “No, actually it doesn’t. It just makes you human. Bad people don’t torture themselves over doing the right thing. You don’t want to be there tonight? Done. But I’m not leaving you out here alone to wallow either. I need you close where I can be sure you’re safe. You can come to the club and wait in the Masters room. Obviously, no one will be in there.”

      A wicked smile crossed her face. “You mean you’d let me into the exclusive boys room at Purgatory?”

      He laughed before pressing a kiss to her lips. “Don’t get too excited. I think you’ll be disappointed to discover it’s nothing more than another man cave. It’s not even a playroom.”

      She scoffed, “Oh please. You think I don’t know about what goes on up there. I’m not stupid. You’ve got a secret one way window that allows you to watch over everything and everyone.”

      He shook his head. “Guess it’s not so secret then, huh? Kind of takes away from the allure when everyone already knows about it.”

      “I’m not everyone,” she said. Although she’d heard about it through the grapevine so she guessed that a lot of people did know about it. That’s the thing about secrets though. Everyone wants to know them and when they can’t figure it out, they start to make shit up. After a while, you begin to lose perspective on what’s real and what’s not.

      He leaned into her neck and bit at her sensitive skin. “No, you are definitely not everyone. But you are everything—to me.”

      Her heart stuttered, breaking her thoughts on everything else but him. His knack for saying the right thing and always at the right time astounded her.

      Good thing he kissed her, because any ability to form words had temporarily been blocked by the emotions clogging her throat. Instead, she wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him back down to the bed.

      As he devoured her lips all she could think about was how she wanted to spend the rest of her life being kissed by this man. Talk about talented.

      Their tongues tangled with hot need that grew desperate and hungry. By the time a thought formed in her head, he’d already rolled them in the bed until he was over her, his hard erection nudging between her legs.

      He broke the kiss long enough to whisper, “I love you, Nina.” And then he was kissing her again as he thrust home.

      Pleasure exploded in her brain at the same time a sudden fear gripped her insides. Heat threatened to melt her bones and this time it had nothing to do with the pure bliss of having the man she loved in her arms.

      There was something else filling her mind.

      Not Gabe.

      Definitely not love.

      Only hate. And fire—and it was real.

      Hard hands were gripping her arms, pinning her in place. Her brain fired and misfired as she sought some kind of answer. She twisted her head afraid to look at the man above her for another second as she clawed at the ground around her.

      When her hand touched something hard, she curled her fingers around it in a grip as tight as death. Sharp pain bit into her flesh causing her to gasp.

      Then there was laughing. First loud and then faded. The room around her spun as she fought to see what the hell was happening.

      She looked down.

      To her hand.

      That was now squeezed around a knife blade cutting into her flesh.

      Bright red blood spread across her hands and along her forearms. It was everywhere.

      Her hands, her arms, her clothes. And the knife still gripped between her fingers.

      She had to do something.

      Scream for help maybe?

      She tried and couldn’t breathe.

      Her head buzzed with the effort all while heat licked at her skin. Whatever this was she was going to die. She felt the certainty of that deep in her bones.

      But Gabe. He loved her. He would not want her to give up and die. He’d want her to fight. Tears filled her eyes.

      She loved him too. So so much.

      For him, she would fight.

      Nina fought for air as her muscles coiled and pain seared her hand.

      She opened her mouth to scream. There would be no death. She would fight for her life. For Gabe’s and for the future.

      Before she could make a single move to escape, it all disappeared and her mind went blank.
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      Gabe entered the private dining room of Fire and Ice with his fists clenched and his mind warring with the need to be with his wife.

      She’d seemed abnormally subdued after he’d told her that he loved her. No, it was more than that. For a minute it was like she’d disappeared from the moment before snapping back into it. He grimaced. Probably freaking out again, which did nothing to calm his nerves or his fears.

      This frivolous meeting meant nothing to him, but he’d promised his wife that she didn’t have to go and that he’d make sure Mason understood her position.

      No scratch that—their position.

      “Gang’s all here.”

      Gabe’s attention shot to Levi who stood closest to the door. It had been several days since he’d talked to him and this was the first time seeing him since finding out they were brothers.

      “I hear congratulations are in order,” he held out his hand to Gabe. “Or maybe condolences, depending on your perspective. Either way, it’s all fucked up so I hope you’re ready for that.”

      He ignored Levi’s hand. “It doesn’t matter which it is. I’m here for Nina no matter what. The rest is inconsequential.”

      Levi winced and Gabe inwardly cringed at his rude behavior. Levi had never done anything to deserve his sarcasm. Or his ire.

      “Speaking of. Where is she?”

      Speaking of was right as he lifted his head to meet Mason face to face. “She isn’t coming.”

      “Why the hell not? She’s as much a part of this as the rest of us. She should be concerned with what is about to happen to this family.”

      “I’m here on both of our behalf. She’s been through enough lately. She’s not ready for more.”

      Mason narrowed his eyes and Gabe lifted his brow. He half hoped Mason would start something. He’d been on edge since leaving Nina in the Masters room. No actually, it had started sooner. There had been a look in his wife’s eye after he made love to her that he didn’t understand. He’d tried to find out more, but she’d blown off his concerns. Unfortunately, he hadn’t had enough time to press her further.

      He’d remedy that situation as soon as he left this farce.

      “Learn anything from her yet?” Victor appeared from the shadows.

      Gabe unclenched and reclenched his fists as he stared at the nosy lawyer. “What business is that of yours?”

      “Easy, Gabe. Victor is here to help us and at my request. He knows everything and he’s still here. With no blood to hold him.”

      Anger boiled inside his veins as he listened to Mason talk. What the fuck? Was he chopped fucking liver now? Was that how Mason saw him? Just another issue for him to deal with? Only the blood running in his veins making him worthy?

      Until recently he’d had nothing to hold him here either. Well, other than his feelings for Nina and years of friendship with these men. Not that he was entirely sure at the moment what that meant. But it certainly meant he had more of a connection than the fucking lawyer.

      Gabe ground his back teeth. Why Victor was all of a sudden rubbing him wrong he couldn’t say. As far as he knew the man had done nothing but work hard to help them. Yes, he was paid to do that, but he still had a choice and he always chose to help.

      Clearly, he wasn’t in the mood to be here any more than his wife.

      “Whatever. It sounds like I don’t need to be in this meeting anyway. As usual, you’ve got it all figured out.” He turned to leave, his instincts screaming that he was wasting time. The sooner he got back to Nina the better.

      “So your marriage trick didn’t work?”

      Gabe stopped in his tracks as the blood in his veins boiled over in rage. He spun back toward Victor. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      A smirk crossed the lawyer’s face. “What? You didn’t think anyone else knew?” The man shook his head. “I tried to tell Mason that intervention wouldn’t work. I did, however, like your idea of beating the memories out of her, however misguided that was. But in order to get her onboard with that plan, you had to marry her.”

      “How the fuck?”

      “You all don’t hire me to be a dumb fuck. The minute I pulled together those prenup papers for you, I put two and two together.”

      “You had better shut the hell up before I fucking choke the life out of you.”

      “Before we choke the life out of you.” Levi and Tucker moved to stand next to Gabe. “That’s our sister you are talking about.”

      Mason stepped in front of Victor. “We all need to take a breath and step back. Every one of us is here today because we’re on the same side.  Even Victor. Who’s clearly forgetting he’s here in the capacity of our lawyer.” Mason turned toward Victor and must have given him some kind of look based on the fact the lawyer started grumbling as he backed away. “At this juncture, I think it’s prudent to put aside our differences and talk about our contingency plans.”

      “Contingencies for what?” Tucker asked.

      Mason remained silent for a few seconds as they all waited. Gabe couldn’t tell if he was pissed about this whole thing or if he was about to deliver some news they were all not going to like.

      “If Nina isn’t going to remember anything that can help us, and it doesn’t look like that’s happening, then we have to assume worst case scenario. I’m sorry, Tucker, but that doesn’t bode well for your mother.”

      “This is bullshit. There has to be something we can do. That bastard deserved to die no matter who fucking killed him.” Tucker’s anger swept through the room and Gabe imagined everyone else felt just as shitty about this situation as he did.

      There were no winners in this. Period.

      “I agree with you. And Victor is prepared to take your mother’s case to court and outline every sordid detail about the good Reverend’s deplorable moral character to prove it. And when that happens we have to be prepared for the fallout.”

      “Ahhh,” Levi spoke up. “So this is about preparing our world to be invaded in ways we haven’t even imagined yet. Which must be considerable since reporters have been up Tucker’s ass since Savannah spoke up.”

      Mason nodded. “Exactly. And not everyone is going to come out of this unscathed. I’m just hoping the three of us can take the brunt of it and leave so many others out.”

      “The three of us?” Gabe asked. There were more than three of them in the room so who exactly he referred to wasn’t clear.

      “Me, Tucker and Levi.”

      “What about me?” Gabe asked.

      Mason hesitated for a moment, giving his submissive a quick, almost apologetic look before he answered. “Every time a new child of Reverend Lewis was found, I did my best to cover tracks. You probably don’t want the details.”

      “You’re better off not knowing actually,” Victor interrupted.

      “True,” Mason agreed. “But suffice it to say most of his children will never be discovered. They themselves won’t even know. And before you start jumping on my shit about me keeping secrets, I still believe it’s for the best. None of the others are involved with this family in any way, besides the Bill Bennett fiasco of course, and I truly believe their lives are for the better because of it.”

      “What about the money? I thought trusts were set up. How do they get that if they don’t know?”

      “Again. I kind of fumbled my way through it in the beginning, but once I got past the first four or five or so, how that money reaches each of those kids is clearly disguised. There are scholarships, windfalls, long lost relatives and so on that get the job done. You might be surprised how easy it is to give people money and how little they question it in most cases.”

      “And in Nina’s case?”

      “I don’t know. I wasn’t quite there yet with hers so there is a trail. But it’s a pretty deep one. Of course, blood tests can easily prove she isn’t his child, but we don’t want it to get that far. We may or may not get lucky on that.”

      “We’re assuming someone will even think to follow the money. They may not. At least not beyond the obvious,” Victor said.

      “That leads us to Lewis Global. We won’t be keeping the company after this. Considering the foundation of it is built on a religious empire that is all lies, it’s going to crumble fast. It’s already on shaky grounds and investors are threatening to run.”

      “Nobody here cares about that company. What about Gabe?” Tucker asked. “You didn’t mention where he falls in all this.”

      Mason looked up at him. “Your true parentage has been scrubbed. And that information was recently put to the test.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “If you remember, not too long ago, we had a reporter digging into our backgrounds. And despite the blocks I put in her path, she did a halfway decent job of getting more information on us than I ever thought she could.”

      They all turned and looked at Rebecca sitting quietly off to the side.

      She caught them looking at her and she nearly jumped out of her seat. “You mean me?”

      “Yes, darling. I mean you.”

      “Wait. Did you say halfway decent? What kind of backhanded compliment is that?”

      “I was just letting them know that you’d done better than I expected anyone would.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest and narrowed her eyes at him. “And? What aren’t you saying?”

      Mason took a deep breath. “Not everything she dug up was factual. Some of it was by design. My design.”

      Shock and anger crossed Rebecca’s pretty face and Gabe was glad he wasn’t the one going home with her later. She looked mad enough to spit. Or curse. Or rip some balls off.

      “You tampered with my investigation?”

      “Not your investigation per se. The altered information you found was altered some time ago.”

      “And what per se info was that?”

      Gabe sucked in a laugh before it could escape, but Tucker snorted next to him. And from the corner of his eye, he could see Levi struggling to stay composed as well.

      He had to admit it was entertaining as hell to watch Mason on the hot seat with Rebecca. He’d never met a more perfectly submissive woman and to know she also was willing to get in Mason’s face when he needed it made him like the woman even more than he had before.

      “Gabe’s parentage. He’s one of us.”

      She looked between him and Mason. “But how is that possible? I saw the blood type reports. He’s incompatible with the rest of you. We talked about this.”

      Mason nodded. “That’s what anyone who looks is supposed to see, babe. I had his parentage scrubbed. His medical records altered. Which are supposed to be private anyway, are they not?”

      “But—”

      “We can talk about this later, if we must,” Mason interrupted her.

      Rebecca turned a brighter shade of red and then grabbed her purse from the back of the chair. “Oh, we’ll talk about it all right.” She stomped toward the door before turning back. “When hell freezes over.” With that, she left the room, leaving Mason standing there forced to accept she got the last word.

      Tucker and Levi lost it as laughter filled the room. He, on the other hand, he didn’t know what to think. Mason had just admitted to altering his medical records. That felt pretty damned big and made him wonder what the hell else Mason had done without telling anyone.

      “Shut the fuck up,” Mason barked.

      Nobody listened. As Victor and Mason continued to detail the worst case scenario of the fallout a trial for Savannah could create, Levi and Tucker continued to rib Mason about hell freezing over.

      For him, well fuck, this whole thing felt like a damned house of cards and it was all about to come crashing down on his head.

      Or worse yet, Nina’s.
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      Nina stared through the one way glass into the belly of Purgatory. When Gabe had left her here, she’d given in to the inexplicable melancholy that had pressed down on her back at the house.

      Now she sat stock still unable to shake the feeling like she’d woken from a dream she couldn’t remember. She pressed her fingers to her temples and willed either the building headache to recede or whatever the fuck she’d experienced to rear its ugly head.

      Something wasn’t right here and she felt it. Call it woman’s intuition or call it the ramblings of crazy she suspected as the culprit, she didn’t care just so long as she got some answers.

      The club below teemed with customers. Every area looked over capacity as the metal music pounded through them. Not that she could hear that up here. But she’d been here enough to know the scene down there would not be quiet.

      The stage was dark for the moment, but she knew that wouldn’t last. Every hour on the hour something new would happen there until at least midnight. She didn’t know tonight’s schedule because she couldn’t remember what day of the week it was.

      She laughed. That’s the kind of thing that Gabe did to her. Especially when he fucked her. Or even more when he coaxed her into begging him to do whatever he wanted to her.

      A little jolt of sensation shot through her right between the legs just thinking about it. Apparently, he had control over her even when he wasn’t in the room.

      Control.

      It was a funny word.

      Or maybe not so funny and more so kind of weird. On the one hand, and on the wrong person, it was a horrible word. When she thought of the kind of control her mother tried to exert over her to keep her in line she got angry. Or when her brothers tried to be more subtle in their control by trying to “keep her safe”. She laughed at the idea of saying that with air quotes in her head.

      Then there was Gabe. He’d never tried to control her. And yet he did. It was that innate thing about him that apparently drew her to him more and more over the years. He’d tried to explain it to her, but she’d refused to listen.

      Sometimes a person just needed to experience and live it without trying to dissect it with words. Words could ruin everything, and she sure as hell didn’t want to ruin anything with her husband by over analyzing it.

      She smiled. Would it ever get old calling him husband? Or him calling her wife? She squirmed in her seat.

      What she didn’t understand is why she couldn’t be like a normal woman. Why couldn’t she keep her focus on her life and the here and now all the time like this? She wanted to be happy. And even more than that, she wanted Gabe to be happy. Except as long as those memories plagued her, she had a feeling happiness would also be fleeting.

      She sighed. This self-pity had gotten so old. She wanted it to stop. Whatever had happened earlier that made part of her time with Gabe go missing would not rule her life. Not if she didn’t want to go crazy like Savannah anyway.

      That woman. Bitterness unfurled through Nina’s belly. Her motivations for confession still made no sense. Nor did she understand why she’d gotten a very clear vibe of hate from her. No, hate wasn’t quite the right word. Dislike? Bitterness? Disdain? All the adjectives were jumbled inside her head.

      Because nothing made fucking sense.

      Nina jumped up from the chair and walked closer to the window. She couldn’t sit still when her thoughts were like this. She wanted, no needed, to solve the puzzle and her bitch of a brain wouldn’t let her.

      She placed her hands on the glass and peered down. She kind of wished she could hear the crowd in the club. Let it drown out everything else that plagued her. Purgatory had an undeniable energy that got inside you the more time you spent here. It had a dark and raw edge to it, but there was also a lot of joy. She smiled. Or maybe ecstasy would be a better word for it.

      The lights were still out on the stage, but she could see movement in the shadows from up here. They were readying it for whatever show they were about to put on. At least she had a birds eye view for that. It could be anything from the erotic to the macabre, but one thing she knew for sure was that it would mesmerize her and she could use a little mesmerizing right about now.

      Lost in her thoughts she nearly jumped out of her skin when the door behind her beeped and then flung open. Three women spilled into the room, each one a familiar sight. Her brother’s girlfriends, or in Maggie’s case wife, had entered the building.

      Oh boy.

      “Figured we’d find you here when you didn’t show up at the restaurant,” Maggie said, approaching her from the left. Tori and Rebecca were right behind her.

      “Don’t blame you for not wanting to hang out with the boys. They’re too on edge. Just Levi was making me antsy so I don’t think I could have handled all of them at once,” Tori said as she dropped down into one of the plush lounge chairs that faced the window.

      “Hi, Nina.” Rebecca greeted her, taking the seat next to Tori. There was a sadness about her tonight that she didn’t quite understand. She almost asked, but stopped herself before the words came out of her mouth. Instead, Nina smiled in greeting.

      While Nina knew Maggie and Tori well, she hadn’t spent enough time with Rebecca to really get to know her. Although what she did know so far, she liked. The woman knew how to handle Mason. And hell, for that alone she deserved some kind of thanks or a damned reward.

      She’d come to them as a reporter and snuck her way into their family under false pretenses and that had initially given Nina reservations. But so far Rebecca had held her own and didn’t appear to have any nefarious intentions. She seemed to love Mason.

      She’d better. Otherwise, she might have to kick the other woman’s ass.

      Nina bit her lips to keep from laughing at her ridiculous thoughts. Who was she to stand up for anyone? Or judge anyone for that matter?

      She sighed. Although she’d never admit it out loud, she had a soft spot for Mason. He was the toughest bastard she knew, but there were things he did so the rest of the family wouldn’t have to and that deserved respect. It didn’t seem fair that he had to deal with the fallout of the Reverend’s actions while keeping it all a secret. It had to be a heavy burden for one person to bear. She often felt sorry for him.

      But not right now. Right now she was pissed as hell at him and she couldn’t figure out how to reconcile that with the man she’d fought with and cared for all these years. He knew how tortured she’d been by the memory of the man she thought was her father. Right?

      She tried to remember a conversation for sure, but came up short. At some point along the way, she’d stopped turning to her brothers when her anxiety became too much. She hated being any kind of burden and her and Jose, as in her bottled BFF Mr. Cuervo, had dealt with it on their own most of the time.

      Except when Gabe found out. That man. She shook her head. Her husband had a sixth sense for trouble when it came to her.

      “What’s going on down there?”

      Rebecca’s question pulled Nina out of her own head and forced her to refocus on her surroundings. She turned her head back to the window where Maggie had her nose pressed to the glass.

      “Is that Ruby? Maggie asked.

      “What?!” Tori leaned forward trying to get a better view. “Oh my God, it is. That must mean…” she trailed off when she stood and moved closer.

      “Mean what?” Rebecca asked, sounding confused.

      Tori turned back. “That means that if Ruby is here then Zane must not be far behind. And if Zane is here then Oh. Mah. God. We are in for a treat. He must be doing a show.”

      “What kind of show?” She’d never heard of this Ruby and Zane before so she had no idea what her friend was going on about.

      “Only the best Purgatory has to offer, of course. Let’s go. This deserves a better view.”

      Maggie laughed. “What in the world? There is no better view anywhere in Purgatory than this room.”

      Tori shook her head. “Trust me. You don’t want to watch Zane and Ruby from afar. We’ve got to get down there before it starts. Come on.”

      Tori was already heading through the door before any of them could move. The rest of them exchanged looks before cracking up.

      Nina shrugged. “Well, when in Rome, right?”

      They all filed out through the door and headed towards the stairs with Rebecca mumbling something about Mason getting what he deserved as she pulled up the rear.

      Nina smiled. Gabe would probably not approve of this little field trip. He’d told her to stay put and she knew damn well that he expected her to follow his instructions. Especially after the fiasco with Savannah. He hadn’t said anything more about it, but she knew that one would annoy him for a good long while.

      Of course, going to a family meeting to discuss Savannah on her behalf wasn’t going to put him in a forgiving mood either. Yet, knowing he would not approve of her wandering through Purgatory on her own did nothing to dissuade her from following. Her friends were going and she couldn’t leave them alone either. Besides they were perfectly safe as long as they stayed together.

      Gabe would get over it—eventually. Although despite whatever lingering reservations she had about their compatibility, she clearly saw another punishment in her future. Maybe one of those spankings he seemed to enjoy so much.

      She shivered at the memory of the heat in her ass and the still sore spots when she sat. But then again, there were a lot of orgasms after. That had made everything worth it.

      They hit the first floor and spotted Tori talking to a woman next to the stage. With Maggie in the lead and apparently on a mission, she quickly cut a path through the wall to wall people. Apparently, the crowd wasn’t about to interfere with a very pregnant woman intent on catching up with her friend.

      Nina shook her head. She hadn’t even thought about the baby. Her future niece or nephew and whether or not they belonged in Purgatory. Down here by the stage she knew things could get out of hand during a show. She’d seen it first hand when a good performance, good music, and too many people pressed together lowered inhibitions and…

      Fuck. It wasn’t Gabe who was going to have her head over this, it was Tucker, if anything happened to his wife.

      Before she could figure out how to handle this, Maggie stopped next to Tori and enveloped the other woman in a hug. Guess she knew this Ruby too.

      “Ruby, let me introduce you to the others.” Maggie stepped to the side and pointed at Nina. “This is Nina, I’m not sure if you’ve met her before. She has only been to Purgatory a few times. She’s Gabe’s new wife.”

      Ruby’s eyes grew wide as her mouth formed one of those little shocked O’s. “Gabe is married?” she asked.

      There was something about the way she asked, the shock or something, that rubbed Nina the wrong way. “Yes, he is,” she asserted a little louder than she’d intended. She mentally shrugged. Oh well. She didn’t know this Ruby so she couldn’t read her very well. She’d just have to get over it.

      A wide smile crossed Ruby’s face. “And he got one with a backbone. I like it. I can’t wait to tell Zane.” She leaned forward and wrapped her arms around Nina and pulled her into a hug.

      It was her turn to be shocked. What the hell?

      Ruby pulled back. “Gabe is a good man. I’m glad he finally found you. No one deserves it more.”

      Nina didn’t bother to correct the other woman with the knowledge that she hadn’t just found him. She didn’t have to because Tori leaned forward and blurted their life out.

      “Actually, he’s known Nina for years. Hell, he’s been so hot for her for so long, we were beginning to think he’d never make a move.”

      Ruby laughed. “Well, damn. That man is a hell of a lot more secretive than I gave him credit for. Here I thought he was an open book.”

      Nina kept her mouth shut. She had no idea why this woman thought Gabe was an open book. As far as she’d seen he had a certain persona while at Purgatory that she’d thought was mostly for show. The man behind the manager of a wildly successful sex club was someone different. Or so she’d thought.

      “So what’s going on tonight? Is Zane performing?”

      Tori must have sensed Nina’s discomfort as she stepped in to change the subject at the perfect time.

      Ruby’s attention returned to Tori. Obviously, they knew each other from the time when Tori had worked here at the club. She nearly laughed out loud. That hadn’t lasted long after she met Levi. He might be the most level-headed brother she had, but that made him no less dominant than the rest of them. Her career as a pro Domme had died a quick death after Levi entered her life. Not that Tori had minded. She had a precocious five-year-old going on twenty who liked spending more time with her mother. Plus, she now owned a shiny café on the water where Tori could make her famous pies to her heart’s content.

      Funny how things had worked out for each of her brother’s despite the cloud that always hung over them. Maybe Gabe was right and she wasn’t giving them all enough credit.

      If they deserved happiness, didn’t she?

      That was a question she didn’t know how to answer because of the blanks in her memory. If she was a murderer…

      Acid churned in Nina’s stomach as everything she hated about her life came rushing back. God, she was so sick of this. What would it take to either get her brain to cooperate and restore her memory or just let it go and move on?

      “Not just Zane, I’ll be up there too.”

      Luckily, Ruby’s response to Tori again distracted her. She returned her attention to the pretty woman only partially covered by a silk robe. Not that a half-naked woman was anything to get shocked by in Purgatory. Half the club members were dressed in less.

      Same went for the tattoos trailing out of the silk on both her legs and arms and even her neck. Was that a tattooed collar? It was kind of dark in here with the low stage lights pointed away from them.

      “What kind of show?” She really hoped it wasn’t one of those things with the hooks in the skin. Those turned her stomach and she didn’t think she could watch one of those again.

      “Fire,” Ruby replied. “Zane is the master of flames in this city. I’m just his lucky sidekick.”

      Tori scoffed. “I doubt that. If he’s incorporated you into the show, I’m betting the two of you are about to scorch our eyeballs.”

      Nina only partially listened to the rest of the conversation. She had no idea what a fire show entailed, but if her roiling stomach was any indication, this might not be a good idea.

      She didn’t like fire and for good reason.

      She had to—

      “Ruby, baby. Let’s go.” A very big bald man called to her from the side of the stage. She muttered her goodbyes and quickly made her way over to the obviously Dominant man who wrapped a beefy hand around the back of her neck and pulled her flush against him at the same time covering her mouth in what she could only describe as an all-consuming kiss.

      The muscles of his bare arms and chest flexed and she imagined the tight squeeze around the other woman’s neck.

      Nina swallowed. Holy shit.

      “That man is just so…” Tori didn’t finish her statement, but she didn’t need to. She knew exactly what she’d meant.

      All four women stood there gawking at the couple putting on a little show for them. Metal music raged around them as the crowd began to gravitate around the stage and yet, they could focus on nothing but Zane and Ruby.

      If this was a sneak peek of what was to come, maybe she could watch this show. At least a little, right?

      Gabe clearly was still occupied so what would it hurt to just go with the flow and enjoy?

      Suddenly the lights in the club went out and all of the stage spotlights shot on, illuminating the kissing couple for everyone to see.

      The crowd around them roared their approval and she could see why. Zane had moved his hand from the back of her neck to deep in her hair, where he now gripped her hair tight. He tugged her backward and followed her down until she was bent nearly in half.

      By now the crowd was getting as revved up as her and she could feel the energy waves making goose bumps pop up all over her skin.

      Zane pulled his woman back to a standing position, but didn’t stop there. His hands went from her hair to the tiny string of her thong she hadn’t noticed until her robe fell away. From there he pulled, bringing that scrap of fabric tight between her cheeks.

      “Ouch,” Tori muttered from her side, reminding Nina that she wasn’t alone in a faceless crowd. Her friends were still standing by her side.

      She didn’t have much time to think about that before Zane and Ruby broke apart and several other women carrying torches lit at both ends joined them on the stage.

      The orange glow of the flames drew Nina’s gaze as the women filed across the stage, their staffs twirling, leaving bright orangey red trails in their wake. If you asked her right now to describe any of the performers, she couldn’t. Not when all she could see were the bobs of flame bouncing around the stage.

      Fire.

      Smoke.

      There wasn’t a lot of smoke or anything, but her nose scented it as strongly as if the room had filled with it.

      Flames.

      Heat.

      Nina lost track of what was happening on the stage as her brain zeroed in on just the fiery displays. One. Two. Three. Four… She continued to count each one as she went down the line.

      Suddenly the crowd gasped, and she had no idea why. She barely noticed.

      Instead, she watched the flames grow bigger as they licked across bare skin and back into the air again. She couldn’t look away.

      Instead, she doubled down on her focus, completely tuning out everything else. Next thing she knew, despite being several feet away from the stage, she could feel the heat creeping along her own skin. First gradual and then more intense as the fire grew out of control.

      It was everywhere now.

      The curtains.

      The drapes.

      Even the walls.

      Then something else caught her attention and she looked down. There was a hand gripping her arm. Tight. First the heat and now this. She looked up to see who was hurting her.

      Although she knew before she saw. Because she’d recognize that voice anywhere.

      Her father held her in a fierce grip that hurt down to her bones. She met his dark eyes, ready to scream. Fire glowed in his eyes and he no longer looked like a man of God. Instead, he looked every inch the devil he was.

      “It’s time for you to pay for the sins of your mother. That’s how it works. Only when the child sacrifices can the parents be wiped clean of their sins. And I will help you with this. As my duty, I will help you shoulder the burden. Together we will bring the next generation of godliness into this world and they will finally be the ones to rise above our own failings. You, Nina, have been chosen.”
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      Gabe pushed aside the crowd desperate to find his wife. The minute he’d gotten word that she was no longer in the private Masters room, he high tailed it down here to locate her. When he found her he had half a mind to…

      Just then he got a break on the crowded floor that gave him a clear view to the stage where what he saw made a red rage fill his vision. Heat boiled in his blood as he sprang into action. Either the look on his face when he yelled at people to move or the vicious shove he gave to a few who didn’t listen, made people notice and get the hell out of his way.

      He’d gotten a glimpse of Nina struggling against some dude who appeared to be getting handsy with his wife.

      Two seconds later he grabbed one asshole by the scruff of his neck and jerked him away from her.

      “What the—”

      “Touch my wife again and I will kill you.” His voice had gone stone hard with true lethal intent as he grabbed Nina’s arm and pulled her into his side.

      “Gabe.” Someone called from behind, which he ignored as the black leather clad idiot took a step toward him.

      “Dude. She didn’t seem to have a problem with anything. If she’s really yours maybe you need to get a leash for her. Fucking asshole.”

      The only thing that stopped Gabe from choking the life out of the dick with a mouth was the hand that suddenly gripped his shoulder. He turned to see who had dared to touch him, ready to lay out another fucking idiot.

      “I’ve got this,” Mason said. “Get her out of here.”

      Gabe started to argue, but he looked down and realized something wasn’t quite right. Nina wasn’t grabbing on to him, yelling at him or struggling to get free. Instead, she stood transfixed staring up at the stage as if she never even noticed he’d grabbed her at all.

      What the hell?

      “Nina, look at me,” he demanded, making sure to put heat behind his request.

      She didn’t even flinch. In fact, he got no response whatsoever.

      Before he could say anything further, Levi, Tori, Tucker, Maggie, and Rebecca all arrived by his side.

      “What happened?” Tucker asked.

      “Fuck if I know. Other than some dick thought he could manhandle her.”

      “Looks like Mason is taking care of that,” Levi chuckled.

      “Good for him. He probably needs to take all that anger out on someone else besides Rebecca.” Tucker didn’t bother to hide his annoyance.

      “He doesn’t take his anger out on me,” she said, her tone proudly defensive.

      The edges of Gabe’s mouth quirked. He guessed hell had just frozen over. In any other situation he would have cracked a smile. He enjoyed seeing a sweet submissive like her take up for her Dom. The fact it was Mason made it even better. He’d never met a man wound tighter than him and while he often deserved the anger directed at him, such as now, he still needed someone like her.

      She soothed the beast when no one else would or could.

      “Nina, baby.” He grasped her chin and tried to turn her to meet his gaze. It was then she began to fight him.

      “No, don’t. I can’t. You are not my father. You’re a madman,” she screamed.

      Gabe’s body locked up at the sudden fear in her voice. And the pure hatred in her gaze was even worse. What the hell was happening?

      He again followed her gaze to the stage where Zane had Ruby bound with restraints that were attached to the ceiling rafters. Her body shook with an impending orgasm as her Dom teased her with his fire.

      Ruby had always been that way with fire. It turned her on and made her crazy. The pairing between those two had been interesting, to say the least.

      Nina, however, seemed terrified. Had the fire triggered her? Was she remembering that night?

      Fuck.

      He had to get her out of there, but doing so without a scene was going to be impossible. And her screams of terror were going to set off a hundred wound tight Dom’s and their alpha male protective streaks.

      “We’ve got to get her out of here,” Tucker broke into his thoughts. “Something’s wrong.”

      He rounded on the other man. “You think? But if I grab her and carry her out kicking and screaming I think we’re going to have a bigger crowd control problem.”

      “Let me try,” Rebecca cut in. “I’ve got some experience with trauma victims. And my being a smaller woman might make her feel less threatened.”

      Gabe considered Rebecca’s request for about two seconds. What choice did they have? Forcing her through this crowd wasn’t going to work.

      “All right, but make it quick. Mason is going to kill us if we don’t get you out of here soon.” And he would. His new brother maintained an extreme level of privacy and rarely made appearances inside the club. That need for privacy would certainly extend to his submissive who’d already broken the rules by leaving the Master’s suite without permission.

      All of the women were going to pay for that one.

      Rebecca slid between him and Nina and with her voice low, well as low as she could be and still be heard over a raucous club, she began talking to his wife.

      “Nina, it’s me, Rebecca. Are you okay?”

      At first, Nina didn’t respond. Her gaze had returned to the stage and he doubted she heard a word Rebecca said.

      Seeing the fire had certainly triggered something and he didn’t know why he hadn’t thought of that very thing.

      Because fire play could be dangerous with the wrong person and someone who’d been in a house fire that caused her memories to be repressed wasn’t a good candidate for such extreme play that’s why.

      And he hadn’t been too eager to play with fire since he’d lost Ruby to Zane. Fire had been her thing and while it had been a thing of beauty, he’d learned pretty quickly that no one ever compared to Nina.

      When Rebecca laid her small hand over Nina’s wrist, she finally turned away from the stage. There had been a lot of things over the years that had clawed at his heart, but nothing hurt like the tears streaming from her eyes. She’d started crying. No, sobbing, and at the moment there wasn’t a damn thing he could do.

      “Shhh. Nina, it’s okay. You’re safe.”

      Nina shook her head, her sobs growing louder. “It’s never going to be safe. Not with her around.”

      Her?

      Who the hell was she talking about? Savannah?

      “Nina, you need to listen.” Rebecca had changed the pitch of her voice to be more firm, yet maintained a level of gentleness that didn’t seem to startle Nina. “No one can hurt you. I won’t let them. Neither will Gabe. Remember? You trust Gabe. He slays monsters for you.”

      Again, if the moment hadn’t been one of great levity, he would have laughed.

      “I love Gabe,” she said.

      He stared at her in shock, his mouth hanging wide open. Had his wife just admitted she loved him for the first time ever while in a crowded club? And did it count if she was having a mental break?

      Fuck. He’d take it. How long had he been waiting for her to admit it? Too many years to count.

      “Of course you do. He’s your husband and your Dom. Your knight in shining armor who will always protect you no matter what.”

      A flash of fear crossed her features and he held his breath waiting for the outburst.

      Nina shook her head. “He can’t protect me. He won’t. Not anymore. Look at my hands. Can’t you see all the blood? That’s his father’s blood and it’s all my fault. I wasn’t supposed to be there.”

      Between the gasp from Maggie and the sudden stillness around them, Gabe couldn’t breathe. Had she just confessed? Did she even know what she was talking about?

      Deep down he’d never believed her capable of it. He couldn’t reconcile the woman he loved with the woman Tucker and Mason and Levi had all described from that night. She’d come out of that house covered in blood they’d said. In a near catatonic state. They’d found a knife.

      “Rebecca,” Maggie whispered. “We have got to get her out of here now. Too many people are watching.”

      “I know.” She squeezed Nina’s hand. “Gabe loves you no matter what. He’s right here. As always. He always comes for you doesn’t he?”

      Nina nodded, tears falling harder now.

      “Then let’s go with him now. He will protect both of us. I promise. Nothing bad is going to happen.”

      Gabe marveled at how easy those words slipped from Rebecca’s mouth. He knew she believed every word, but he wasn’t so sure. Bad things happened all the time. He just hoped, in this case, he could stop them.

      Nina looked back at the stage. “What about her? Is she coming too?”

      Rebecca didn’t bat an eye even though she likely had no idea who Nina referred to. Hell, he wasn’t even sure.

      “Whatever makes you safe. Do you want her with you?”

      Nina shook her head. “No. She hates me. Always has.”

      With every word from her, it was killing him not to ask questions. But he was afraid if he did or said anything he might trigger the wrong response and she’d be kicking and screaming again.

      “Let’s go then.” Rebecca pulled gently at Nina’s hand and this time she didn’t fight it. She began to follow her through the crowd. He, Levi and Tucker formed a perimeter around their women, making sure that no one in this revved up club got the wrong idea. If they wanted to keep breathing and partying in Purgatory then they’d better steer clear.

      If they weren’t getting that message from their body language, well, then they deserved whatever they got.

      Fortunately, they made it through the main club and Rebecca led them all to the stairs that would get them back to the private areas.

      Step after step they climbed as Gabe’s mind raced with possibilities. He was dying to get Nina alone so they could discuss what happened. Although her current state of confusion troubled him. Before they reached the second floor landing, he’d settled on a course of action. “All the way up. Take her to the third floor.”

      “What? Why?” Tucker demanded from behind him.

      “That’s my business.” He regretted the harsh words the moment he said them. Tucker was only worried about his sister. But Gabe was sick and tired of being questioned at every turn. He’d tolerated a lot from them in the name of friendship, and they’d rewarded him well for all of the hassle.

      But this was his wife. And he didn’t mean that lightly. They’d already established this union wasn’t something he took lightly and even Nina had gotten how seriously he took it through her head.

      “Fuck you, Gabe. This affects all of us now.”

      When they reached the landing for the third floor he turned and faced Tucker, who now had Levi at his back. He was getting a little sick and tired of them ganging up on him.

      “You know I know that. And you should also know I’m not looking to do anything that will hurt the family. However, my only true concern at the moment is my wife. So we’re taking her to one of the private rooms up top and you are going to leave the two of us alone. Is that clear?” He didn’t wait for an answer before he turned to Tori. “Call down to the stage bar and leave word that I need Zane to join us on the third floor as soon as his show is finished. And to bring his gear just in case.”

      “Just in case what?” Tucker roared behind him.

      Gabe ignored him and disappeared through the door Nina and Rebecca had already gone through. She’d been smart to get Nina away from them when they were arguing. He doubted that was going to help her feel safe and comfortable and he knew, more than anything, that’s what she needed right now.

      And he was going to give it to her.

      “Take the second door on your right,” he said to Rebecca.

      She nodded, steering Nina toward the door he’d indicated. She reached the door and wiggled the knob. “It’s locked,” she said.

      What the hell?

      “Hang on, I can open it.” He pulled out his wallet and removed his coded ID. When he reached the two women he swiped his card through the reader, which immediately beeped red.

      Seriously? Gone less than a week and they changed the locks? What the hell kind of game was Mason playing?

      Before Tucker and Levi caught up to them, Mason appeared at Rebecca’s side looking none worse for the wear after his altercation downstairs. The man hadn’t even broken a sweat.

      “I got this,” he said, swiping his card through the lock, which turned green. He opened the door and indicated for the women to precede him.

      Gabe shot him a dirty look. They’d have words later over this bullshit. He still owned a stake in this place and wasn’t about to be locked out like an ex-employee with a grudge.

      “Nina,” Gabe called.

      She turned and faced him and to his relief she no longer looked at him in fear. Her eyes were clear and focused, although he got a clear uneasy vibe.

      “Come here, baby.”

      She didn’t hesitate. Rebecca moved out of her way and Nina stepped into his arms. Relief washed over him as he closed his arms around her. A slight tremble shook her body and he tightened his hold on her.

      It broke his heart to see his strong, resilient woman like this. This business with her past kept bringing her back down and it needed to end.

      After a few moments of taut silence, he reached up and brushed the hair from the side of her face where she had her face smooshed into his shoulder.

      “Can you tell me what happened out there?”

      She shook her head against his chest.

      “Can’t or don’t want to?” he asked.

      “Don’t want to—I think. I don’t know. It’s hard to explain. The fire, it did something. I can remember more now and it’s getting worse.”

      “How so?” Mason interrupted.

      Gabe shot him another glare. “We should probably be alone,” he said.

      Mason frowned and glared right back at him. “The rest of us have just as much right to be here as you do. Whatever she remembers affects us all.”

      Nina shook her head. “No. It really doesn’t. So far it’s all me and it doesn’t look good.”

      “You killed him?” Mason asked. “For sure?”

      Gabe exploded. “Goddammit, Mason. Get the fuck out. What kind of question is that?”

      “An honest one. And one we’ve all waited over a decade to get the answer to.”

      “Get out,” he repeated.

      “Mason, we should go.” Rebecca pulled on his hand, but the man didn’t budge an inch.

      Nina pulled free from his arms. “It’s okay. For once I agree with him. They have as much right to know the truth as anyone. Only I don’t have the answer you want.”

      Gabe stroked her cheek. “What does that mean?”

      “It means I may never know for sure. I can’t get my stupid head to work right. I only have pieces and they don’t fit together very well. They’re out of sequence. But it doesn’t look good, okay?” She turned to Mason. “If you need an answer right now then I think it’s safe to assume, I did it. It’s the only thing that makes sense.”

      Gabe pulled her around until she faced him again. “I don’t accept that. You aren’t laying that on your shoulders on a maybe. Got it?”

      Nina sighed. “What difference does it make? He’s dead. Someone killed him. Do we really care who? He deserved everything he got and then some.”

      The sudden heat in Nina’s voice chilled him clear to his bones. He feared his worst suspicions were unfolding in front of his eyes. That bastard did something to her. And he had half a mind to find a way to resurrect the piece of shit so he could kill him again with his bare hands. He needed revenge. He could feel the ache of it. And he feared it would burn in his blood for a lifetime.

      “Babe, I think we need to finish this,” he said. “Like you said before, the not knowing anything for sure is torturing you.”

      She looked at him, her eyes soft and tinged with fear. “How?”

      “Fire. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it before. It obviously triggered some of your memories out there.”

      “I don’t know…” She didn’t look convinced. In fact, he could see her fear growing in the tight fists at her side and the increasingly wild look in her eyes.

      “This is a shitty idea, Gabe.” Tucker had entered the room just in time to interrupt.

      Gabe ground his teeth together. He was sick to death of the decision by committee around here. “This isn’t your choice,” he said. “So butt out. You all need to leave anyway.”

      “We’re not going anywhere,” Mason said. “If this is going to happen she isn’t going to be alone.”

      “Jesus fucking Christ, man. She is not alone. Do you even hear yourself right now?”

      Mason didn’t answer and that pissed him off more. This fucking family. Nina was right. They needed to get away from here. As far away as possible. Four alpha males all trying to make decisions was a recipe for disaster. He longed for the days when it was just him running Purgatory.

      “If this is going to happen, we’re doing it by my rules and no one else’s. And it’s not going to be a spectator sport so get that shit out of your heads. You all need to go home.”

      Tucker and Mason were both shaking their heads and he could see the tight hold on his anger Levi was trying to hide.

      “Actually, I think it’s going to happen by my rules. And only after I hear her consent.”

      They all turned to see Zane enter the room, his fire bag and woman in tow. He set his gear down on the nearby table and turned back to the room obviously waiting for someone to say something.

      Gabe looked down at Nina who stood transfixed again staring down at Zane’s bag. Whatever had gotten into her head out there in the club had rocked her. Normally she would have either started to tell him where he could stick his plan or told him she agreed. This silence from her unnerved him.

      Zane noticed Nina’s attention as well and he took a cautious step forward. “Is fire a trigger for you?”

      Nina looked up at him blinking as if just noticing that he stood there. “I don’t know. I mean—I guess—maybe.”

      “This is bullshit,” Tucker exploded. “Nina, you do not have to do this.”

      “Of course she doesn’t,” Zane said, taking her hand. “Nothing happens here without consent. Isn’t that right, Gabe?”

      While Gabe’s entire body locked up at the sight of another man touching her, he locked his own feelings down. This would be for her and he’d promised her that he’d do whatever it took to help her.

      He cleared his throat, attempting to hide his emotions. This wasn’t neither the time or the place. “Absolutely. Safe, sane and consensual. Those are the hallmarks of any quality establishment.”

      Tucker scoffed. “Sane my ass. There’s nothing sane about this plan.”

      “Shut up, Tucker.” This time Mason spoke up.

      “Don’t fucking tell me to shut up, asshole. I don’t like this. We did not just spend the last decade protecting her to let this all blow up in her face. It’s not right.”

      Gabe watched Nina’s head snap around towards her brothers and knew she’d snapped out of it before she opened her mouth. Not that watching them get cut down by her wouldn’t be a joy. He was tired of all this bickering and back and forth.

      “You’re goddamn right it’s not right. It’s not right that you spent ten years trying to coddle me. Or you,” she spun towards Levi. “Grieving for all those years as far away from us as you could get. That hurt by the way.”

      “Hey,” Levi started, but she was already moving on.

      “Or you.” She jammed her finger in Mason’s chest. “Trying to take on all the heavy burdens of this family alone that has led to nothing but lies. Lies that will probably destroy everything.”

      Then she turned to him. “Even you, Gabe. Taking on marriage just so you can try to help me. No one should have to make sacrifices like that. It’s not worth it. I’m not worth it.”

      She took several sudden steps back, tripping over Zane’s bag. Gabe lunged forward to catch her before she hit the ground. Unfortunately, she twisted and he lost his footing as well. He pulled her against his body and rolled making sure he took the brunt of the hit.

      With his head about to explode over her last comments he didn’t feel shit. At least not physically. Anger on the other hand. Well, he had an overload of that crap. There were too many people in this mix and he’d had enough.

      “Everyone out right now.”

      “Don’t—”

      “Shut the fuck up. Whatever it is I. Do. Not. Want to hear it. I’m serious. I need a moment with my wife, so get the hell out.”

      To his amazement, they all finally did what he asked. He stayed on the floor with Nina in his arms until the door closed behind the last of them.

      “Finally,” he said, pulling them both to a seated position. “You know, I wouldn’t necessarily trade our friends and family away, but holy Christ I need a break.”

      She nodded. “You’re preaching to the choir. That whole idea of running is starting to sound better and better.”

      Gabe felt his jaw muscles clench at those words. “If you run again, I won’t go so easy on you next time I catch up.”

      Nina shoved at his chest and crawled out of his lap. Only because he allowed it. As much as he wanted, no needed, that connection, he had to give her whatever space she needed.

      “Why can’t you just let this go? Let me go?”

      “Is that what you want?”

      “It’s what you should want. I got a glimpse of the truth out there and it’s going to be ugly. He wanted to use me to wipe the sins of my mother clean.”

      “What the hell does that mean? What did your mother do? And how exactly was he going to use you?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. But if my brain is refusing to remember how can it possibly be good?”

      He nodded, believing that her gut wasn’t lying. “So what’s it going to be then? Do you want to try one more time? Now that we know the fire is a definite trigger, we can use that to open your memories. You’ll be physically safe. I’ll make sure of that. But mentally, well, it’s going to hurt.”

      “I’ve known that all along. And I’m so sick of talking about it. Let’s just do it and get it over with.”

      Gabe nodded. “I’ll call Zane back in and we’ll get started.”

      “Does he have to be here? He’s not part of the family.”

      “Yes and I won’t waver on that. It’s for your safety and my peace of mind. We can trust him. Plus anyone who walks through the Purgatory doors as any type of employee does so after signing one of Mason’s rock solid non-disclosure agreements. And no one in this town wants to put those to the test. Not with Victor Knight as our attorney. He’s vicious in a courtroom.”

      She shut her eyes for a few seconds before opening them again. “Okay. Get him. We either do this now or forget it.”

      “You’re the boss,” he said, a smirk pressing his lips together.

      “What a joke. There’s only one boss here and we both know it ain’t me.”

      “Don’t be so sure about that, babe,” he muttered under his breath as he drew them both to their feet and then set her down on the cushioned table. He then stalked toward the door and stuck his head outside until he saw Zane. With a silent nod to the man, he returned to the room and Gabe shut the door on the inquisitive faces of Tucker, Levi and Mason.

      If they were going to go through with this half insane idea, it wasn’t about to be in front of an audience. And if he were honest, if Nina’s truth didn’t go her way, those men could wait till hell froze over before he divulged a word of it.

      Under no circumstances would his wife go down as a killer.

      Not today. Not tomorrow. Or any other fucking day.
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      “How far do you want this to go?”

      While Zane directed the question at Gabe, a shaft of fear sent a tremble shuddering down her spine. Neither man had done a whole lot to hide their concerns and she was still second guessing her decision every other minute.

      “We’re going to have to play this one by ear. That’s why you’re here. Nothing is more important to me than her safety and if that means I need your opinion as the scene progresses to ensure it, then so be it.”

      Zane nodded as Gabe gave her hand a reassuring squeeze.

      She watched the fire master begin laying out equipment on a small stand next to the table. A bowl, some rubbing alcohol, sticks that looked like miniature versions of the wands he’d used in his show, and small glass cups.

      “Eyes on me, Nina.” Gabe moved in front of her and blocked her view. He then gently grasped her chin and tilted her head until their gazes met. The intensity of his stare nearly took her breath away. Good God it always took her by surprise when he got like this.

      “Stand up and remove your clothing,” he ordered.

      The dark tone of his command sent a delicious shiver along the length of her entire body. He’d turned on that voice and whether she thought it was appropriate or not her body instantly responded. Her nipples pebbled against the lacy fabric of her bra and the swoop in her belly let her know the rest of her was getting ready for him too.

      She tried to turn toward Zane but Gabe’s grip on her face stopped her from getting a look at the other man. “You have no one to worry about here, but me. It’s my attention that matters. Keep your eyes on me and listen to my voice only. Now, do as I asked and stand.”

      The dark timber of his voice caressed her skin, eliciting more shivers as she let his words sink in. Her beautiful husband wanted control and she needed to give it to him. She forced all other thoughts from her head except the two of them, here in this room in this moment. Nina took a deep breath and stood on now shaky legs.

      Gabe leaned forward. “Good girl,” he whispered against the shell of her ear, his warmth stroking her delicate skin. “Now complete your task. Make sure you fold each piece of clothing and place it in my hands.”

      The swoop in her belly turned into a full-fledged riot as she grasped the bottom of her shirt and swept it over her head. She neatly turned it right side out and folded it into a small square before handing it over.

      When her gaze finally returned to his, the intensity had increased, as highlighted by the molten glow of a nearby flame that was now reflected in his eyes.

      For a moment she stood transfixed with her arms by her side. Part of her wanted to turn and look to see the fire burning.

      But she didn’t. She had complete faith in Gabe and whatever happened around her, she knew he would keep her safe.

      To prove that to herself and to him, she reached behind her and unclasped her bra and removed it. The warm air of the room brushed against her skin and her nipples tightened further. For a moment her nerves faltered and she decided to hurry up and finish before she freaked out about Zane watching this and changed her mind about the whole thing yet again.

      When she’d finally gotten everything off she handed her panties over to Gabe who, instead of adding them to his pile, stuffed them in his pocket. If she wasn’t so damned nervous she might have busted out laughing or said something, but as it was she was standing naked in front of two men, one of whom she didn’t know from Adam. This reminder led her to cross her arms over her chest and squeeze her legs together in her best attempt at covering herself.

      “Uh uh, pretty girl. Don’t try to hide your body. Arms down at your sides and feet at least shoulder width apart. Stay focused.”

      Her lips parted and her breath panted in response. Why the hell that command turned her on she couldn’t fathom. But as she complied, she was completely cognizant of the effect he was having on her with every command he made.

      “You are so brave.” He turned slightly and laid her clothing down on a small table that she could see also had a stack of towels and blankets on it. Purgatory was apparently a full-service club. This being her first visit to the elusive third floor, she had no idea what kind of details to expect.

      He returned to stand directly in front of her. So close that the silk fabric of his button down shirt nearly brushed the tips of her nipples. She panted again, surprised at her already erratic breathing.

      “You’re excited by all of this.”

      She broke eye contact and looked at the floor for a moment. “Yes, and I don’t fully understand why. It’s a little unnerving.”

      The low rumble of laughter rolled off of him. “It’s simple, Nina. You like giving up control to me even if you don’t understand that is what’s happening. A power exchange, even temporarily, is fucking exciting. You just needed the right person to show you that.”

      She didn’t know what to say. It was kind of hard to deny or argue when she couldn’t get her breathing under control. Plus all the other signs he was bound to notice once he touched her.

      “Undress me.”

      Her head shot up. “What?”

      “I’m sure you heard me. So take those pretty little hands and use them to remove my shirt.”

      “But I—”

      He shook his head. “Look around you, Nina. It’s just you and me.”

      Her head jerked in the direction she’d last seen Zane and her mouth dropped open to find him gone and nowhere in sight.

      “He left the room before you took your bra off.”

      She gasped. “Why did you let me believe—?”

      A wide smile crossed his face before he shrugged. “You had to get comfortable with the idea whether it was happening or not. He will be back and you will be naked. Now finish getting my shirt off so we can get you up on this table and I can have my taste before Zane returns.”

      That silly swoop in her stomach returned. This wasn’t what she’d expected at all and she guessed that was Gabe’s intention all along. The more off balance he could keep her the less her mind would focus on what might happen later.

      Sneaky bastard.

      With shaky hands, she undid all the tiny buttons of his shirt and pushed it off his shoulders. Her mind blanked again when his bare chest appeared to distract her. The dark ink across his pecs… She reached out and traced the marks while he stood there and surprisingly said nothing.

      And then there were the well-defined ridges of his stomach. She had no idea how he maintained this considering as far as she could tell he spent all his time on the job. And then there was that little trail of silky hair on his stomach that disappeared underneath his belt.

      He stilled her hand when she started to unfasten it. “Not this time, babe. If you touch my cock I’m gonna have you on your knees with me buried inside you so fast neither one of us will know what hit us. And as good as that sounds, we don’t have time for that now.”

      Instead, he wrapped his hand around her wrist and flipped her around so that she stood facing the leather padded table.

      He stepped forward and placed his front to her back, prodding her ass with his covered, but no less intimidating, erection. “Hands on the table and spread your legs apart for me.”

      Her heart rate kicked up a notch, or ten, at the rough tone of his command and she wasn’t about to disobey now. He’d said something about a taste—

      When his fingers slid between her legs, her thoughts shattered.

      Holy fuck!!

      “Damn,” he growled. “You definitely don’t disappoint. It’s pure fucking pleasure to find you wet like this.”

      If he wasn’t currently circling her clit she might have taken a moment to savor the compliment he had given her. But he was, and she couldn’t think about anything else. He had clever fingers that had learned quickly exactly where to touch for maximum impact.

      Pressure quickly built and she squirmed against his hands in the hopes that he would move his fingers just enough to hit the spot she needed.

      A hard slap landed on her ass, catching her off guard and robbing her breath as the stinging pain erupted across her flesh.

      “Don’t try to control this, Nina. That’s my job and you damned well know it.”

      She pressed her face against the table and whimpered into the butter soft leather. He wasn’t about to give her an orgasm until and unless he was good and ready. She knew this. And yet, she’d pushed. She couldn’t help it. It felt so damned good.

      “You need to learn a lesson in all this, babe. That lesson being that I never again want to hear you say or imply that you aren’t good enough for me or anyone else in this world. That shit pisses me off like nobody’s business and I think from here on out, if you start to talk like that again, we’ll have to come to an agreement on the kind of punishment that deserves.”

      Her brain tried to focus on his words, it really did, but his fingers were still rubbing circles and it felt so damned good.

      Unfortunately, he must have caught onto that fact because his hand quit moving.

      “Honey, are you listening?”

      The slow drawl of his words pulled her back into the moment. That and the fact he’d called her honey. That was new.

      “Why do we have to talk about this now?” she gasped out her question as the tremors between her legs made her quiver. He didn’t even have to move and her body responded to him. And the bastard was going to torture her with it.

      He smiled. “Because it’s the perfect opportunity to get your undivided attention. And it’s fun. No better way to get what I want.”

      “If I say okay, will you let me come? Or is this going to be an ongoing session of torture?” Her anger at his refusal to keep going cleared some of her head and gave her words, that’s for sure.

      “Relax, babe. I’m not really mad at you. I just need to make sure you’re listening, okay?”

      “Yes.”

      “Yes, what?”

      He’d deepened his tone on that last question and she knew what that meant. He wanted her to sub—“Yes, Sir,” she cried before completing her thought. She had to stop thinking and start listening.

      “Good girl. Now just relax and trust me to take you out of your head for a while.”

      With that, she let herself let go again. She did trust him.

      Why they were in this particular room didn’t matter. They were here and for now, she had a husband who truly cared for her. Now was not to time to be selfish. It was her turn to give to him by letting him give to her.

      No arguments.

      No resistance.

      Only submission.

      “I’m going to spank you again. Do you understand why?”

      “Because you want to punish me?”

      “No, Nina. This is not a punishment. This one is for pleasure. My pleasure and hopefully yours too.”

      She had a feeling there was more he wasn’t saying, but she wasn’t about to question him now. If she knew nothing about Gabe, she knew that he had a plan. He always did.

      “Okay, Sir.” She acquiesced. “Will it hurt like the last one?”

      “Probably. You still have some light marks from before. Are you sore?”

      She swallowed hard. “Only a little.”

      “Good.”

      She said nothing else because his hand touched her cheek and it began.

      Each smack hit a different spot and each one felt more devious than the last. Partly because they hurt and partly because she felt each one sizzle in her clit. Obviously, he’d gotten her so close to a climax before by design. She’d gone straight to the edge and never left. So her body and mind warred between sizzling pain and sweet pleasure.

      It was such a heady feeling as she began to lose focus, she imagined one day being addicted to this kind of thing.

      As if by magic, weight lifted off her shoulders and her muscles grew lax. A distinct contradiction to what she would have expected from so much pain.  Delicious warmth coursed through her veins as she floated away from everything but the pleasure that Gabe gave her. If this was heaven, she hoped she could stay a while. It was truly divine.

      Lost in her mind she didn’t even realize Gabe had stopped until he repeatedly called her name. Peripherally she knew this was what he called subspace and she wanted to reach out and hug it close so it would never leave her again.

      “Nina, my love. It’s time.” Gabe’s voice caressed her mind, making her smile.

      “She’s definitely ready,” Zane agreed.

      “Then let’s do it. I want this to be as painless as possible for her.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

        

      

    

    
      Nina stared into the fire in Zane’s hand while her stomach trembled. She hated that it still scared her. No. It really pissed her off. Although her reaction to that fear had definitely been dulled.

      “I think we should forget this, Nina. It’s not worth it.”

      “What?” She wasn’t sure she’d heard Gabe correctly. Not with her focus intent on the flames burning so close to her.

      “Look at me,” he commanded, gently grasping her chin and forcing her gaze to his.

      Reluctantly she allowed him to move her head and break contact with the small flaming torch. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      “I can see the fear in your eyes every time you look at the fire, babe. I don’t like it. Not at all. Nothing is worth you suffering like that.”

      She shook her head and closed her eyes for a moment. He was wrong. She had to do this. And there would be no better time.

      She opened her eyes again and met his concerned gaze. “I have to do this, Gabe. I can’t hide from it any longer. It’s too close. I’m halfway there. I’m not going to spend all my time worrying about it anymore.”

      “You said yourself just an hour ago that it’s going to be bad. Why put yourself through that? You don’t owe this to anyone.”

      God, if she didn’t already love him she’d fall for him now. His concern and need to put her welfare first endeared him to her. Not to mention the fact he was prepared to protect a killer.

      “I owe it to myself. If my brain has been trying to protect me from something awful, it’s done a piss poor job. I may not fully remember that night, but that night is never far from my mind. I’ve wasted years hiding from it and it has done nothing but fester. You know this is the right thing to do.”

      He touched her cheek. “You are the bravest woman I know. I hope you know that.”

      She smirked. “We’ll see. Might want to wait until this is done before you proclaim something like that.”

      “Lie back and close your eyes, baby.” He pressed gently at her shoulder until it connected with the padded leather of the table.

      Apparently, their discussion of this topic had ended and they were moving on.

      “I’ve got this,” he said.

      “Are you sure? I get the feeling this is going to be a tricky scene.” Zane sounded hesitant and she didn’t blame him. He’d been dragged into this mess with very few facts.

      “I’m sure. But you should stay. I need extra eyes on this, okay?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Nina tuned out their conversation and instead focused on earlier events. She didn’t need to stay that in tune with them right now and there was nothing else she had to worry about. Gabe had made sure this took place in a safe and comfortable environment.

      The fire on the stage earlier had snagged her attention from the get go. And not like in some curious kind of way. No. It was more like it reached out and grabbed her by the throat nearly cutting off her air supply instead.

      “Nina, are you with me?” Gabe’s soothing voice sounded in her head.

      “Mmmhmm,” she mumbled, seeing the fire clearly in her memory. Not Zane’s fire this time. She was inside Tucker’s house, but he wasn’t there.

      “Where are you, baby? What do you see?” With each new question Gabe posed, Nina felt the skin of her arms warm. Was he touching her? Was that why it felt okay?

      She started to turn.

      “No, Nina. Keep your eyes closed. I need you to stay relaxed and concentrate on what you see with your mind not your eyes. Can you do that for me?”

      She nodded. “Yes. I think so.”

      “Good girl.” Again, Gabe’s praise warmed her. Or was it more? Heat coated her arms and legs. Coming and going. Not too hot. Not too long. Just enough to make her want more.

      Her body shivered.

      “Tell me what you saw when you saw the fire tonight, babe. What happened?”

      “I saw my father. He was sitting at the table when I snuck in.”

      “You snuck in? Why?”

      “That’s what I always did when I went to see Tucker. The house is so big it wasn’t hard. No one ever noticed.”

      “But Tucker wasn’t there. He was away at school. So you couldn’t have been there to see him.”

      She shook her head, feeling the heat grow across her stomach before it quickly dissipated. “There was a phone message. I was supposed to meet him.”

      “A phone message? Do you mean a voicemail?”

      “No. A handwritten note stuck on the fridge. My mom left it for me.”

      “What did it say? Can you remember?”

      She nodded at the same time she felt Gabe nudge her legs apart with his strong hands. A sigh escaped her lips. So much strength in such a tiny move. She loved that about him too. She wasn’t exactly a small woman. Her height alone just made her big and that came with big feet and hands too. But with him, well, he kind of made her feel petite. It was a cool effect.

      “Nina, can you hear me?” Something about his question made her abandon her other thoughts and center her mind on him.

      “Uhh—yeah. What did you say?”

      A little shock of heat hit the inside of her thigh and she zeroed in on that until it too dissipated.

      “I asked you what the note said. The message about Tucker.”

      Nina squeezed her eyes tighter and forced her brain to think back. She was in her own house now. On her birthday. And she wasn’t feeling great about being alone. The sadness that often plagued her childhood had begun to feel like it was suffocating her.

      Water. She’d needed water. It was then, when she went to open the fridge, that she saw a note scribbled in her mother’s chicken scratch and stuck to the fridge with one of her silly magnets.

      She pulled it free and read it through.

      

      Nina, Tucker called. Said he had some free time and was heading home. He wants you to meet him at his house at 7 o’clock. Since it’s your birthday and I can’t be home, you should go. And wear something nice. Not those ratty jeans you have on.

      

      Nina looked down. Ratty. She giggled. Her mother was so old-fashioned. And apparently had eyes on her no matter what since she’d realistically, if not one hundred percent correctly, guessed what she had on. Except the pants she wore were far from ratty. Instead, they were practically a brand new pair she’d found at the goodwill after weeks of searching that she’d perfectly ripped in all the right places to look exactly like the designer ones the other girls at school wore. No one could tell the difference.

      “She told you to wear something nice? Was that usual?”

      There was something about Gabe’s tone that pulled her back to the present. What was he thinking?

      “Yeah. She hated any of the clothes I put together myself. But since I had used my own money to buy them and the supplies to alter them, she mostly kept silent.” So why that night had she suggested she dress up? Because it was her birthday? Or because she didn’t want to be embarrassed in case she ran into anyone other than Tucker?

      That idea made her mind race back to Tucker’s house where she’d snuck in through her usual window. When she’d found Tucker’s room empty, she’d flopped down on the bed to wait, but angry voices coming from somewhere else in the house had drawn her attention. She’d left his room to investigate.

      “What’s wrong, Nina? What’s happening?”

      “Huh?” she asked, her throat now scratchy and weak.

      “Take a breath, baby. I’m here and I’m not going to let anything happen to you.” He spoke close to her ear, but she barely heard him. Not when all she could focus on now were the voices yelling at each other from the bottom of the stairs.

      She crept halfway down the steps, making sure to stay against the wall and out of the line of sight. It sounded like her father and Tucker’s mom were having a fight.

      “What are they fighting about?”

      “I don’t know, but she keeps calling him a sick bastard.” Before she could say another word she heard a sharp crack and a scream. It sounded as if—

      She had to see. If something bad was happening maybe she could help.

      “I have to go down and see. I think Mrs. Lewis might be hurt. She’s crying.”

      “I’m here with you, Nina. Right here. Nothing is going to happen to you.”

      She vaguely heard Gabe’s promise as she took a few more steps toward the downstairs foyer. The stairs were near the front door but they were also open to the dining room and the living room, so they could be anywhere.

      The dining room came into view first and she noticed right off the table was set for two people with fancy dishes and real linens. Not the paper stuff like she was used to.

      At first, she didn’t see anyone so she crept closer.

      Unfortunately, her sneaker caught on the last step and she stumbled forward, falling to her knees on a not quite suppressed oomph.

      “What the hell?”

      She looked up to see her father standing in the cased opening of the large dining room, staring down at her.

      “I—uh…” She didn’t know what to say. Not that she had a chance in hell of putting sensible words together in logical sentences. This enigma of a man who never took time to even speak to her made her nervous beyond reason. And now with Savannah standing behind him, her right cheek swollen, she had even less chance of something smart coming out of her mouth.

      “Why are you laying on the floor in the foyer?” He asked, his voice seemingly full of restrained rage. “Do you not have the manners to knock?”

      “Jesus, Richard. Don’t be such an idiot. The girl sneaks in here all the time to visit your son.”

      “Watch your mouth with me, Savannah. I don’t have a problem furthering your discipline this evening if necessary,” he raged.

      “Are you really going to beat me in front of her, your next conquest? How impolite.”

      Nina blanched. She didn’t know enough about their relationship to understand why Mrs. Lewis would egg him on or refer to her like that, but she wished she would stop. If he hit her again, Nina didn’t know if she could stop him.

      He turned back to her. “Get up off the floor, young lady and join me at the table like a civilized girl.”

      He returned his gaze back to his wife before she could respond as she sat there confused. Join him? What the hell did that mean?

      “I’m not going to stand here and watch you prep the next one.”

      “Why the hell not? You’ve been doing it for years,” he sneered.

      “Exactly,” she screamed. “When will it ever stop?”

      “Enough with the theatrics, woman.” She didn’t know how it was possible, but the Reverend’s voice had gotten colder. “We have a guest. Besides, we both know you don’t care. As long as you get your monthly allowance and get to enjoy the privilege of being my wife and all the benefits that brings to your life, you’ll do whatever I want or say. Won’t you dear?”

      Something ugly twisted across Mrs. Lewis’ face and Nina wanted to get the hell out. Whatever this was, it was seriously messed up. And about to get a whole lot worse.

      “Your son will never forgive you for this one.” Mrs. Lewis pointed at her. “Get her pregnant and it will be the end of it all. Mark my words.”

      Pregnant? What? She stumbled back a few steps. Surely she’d misheard.

      The Reverend reached forward and grabbed her by the bicep. Hard enough to hurt too. “Stop trying to scare her. This isn’t how this works.”

      “How what works?” she asked, ignoring his hard grip as best she could. Why would her father—

      He faced her and smiled. Except that was no friendly gesture. It was ugly as hell and it scared the shit out of her. “Nina, darling. You’ve been chosen.”

      “Chosen for what? By who?” she asked through gritted teeth. He really needed to ease up. “You’re hurting me.”

      He heaved a hard sigh, but did not lessen his hold. “Don’t be such a baby. You’re an adult now. I shouldn’t have to coddle you like a child any longer.”

      Coddle her? Was he kidding? The man had never even come close to coddling her. Unless the word had an alternate meaning. While she still didn’t understand what the hell was happening, anger was beginning to course through her anyway. As was the urge to run. She never should have come here. But Tucker—

      “Where is Tucker? He asked me to come. That’s all I came here for. I don’t need to be a part of whatever this is.” She waved her free hand frantically, feeling a little desperate.

      “My son is not here and isn’t going to be here. He is busy at school. I made sure of that.”

      The dark way he said son made her shudder. This man, her father, not once had she wanted to be around him. And for good reason apparently. This man of God had a lot of hate in him. This she felt to her bones. That and his hard fingers still digging in.

      “Please let me go, Reverend Lewis. I just wanted to see Tucker. Nothing else. If he’s not here, I’ll go home and get out of your hair.”

      Instead of releasing her, he shook her. Hard enough to scare her even more.

      “Are you hard of hearing? Or not as smart as I’d hoped?” he asked, each word more vicious than the last. Let me spell this out for you and then we will move on. Tucker is not why you are here. That note you found was your mother’s idea. She thought if you came here expecting to see your precious Tucker, it would be much easier for you to accept the truth. You are here for me.”

      As if she wasn’t already scared enough, those words petrified her. Her mother had lured her here? For what?

      “My mom wouldn’t do that. She doesn’t even allow me to come here. That’s why I have to come on my own and not to your front door. She only made an exception because it was my birthday.”

      “No, my dear,” he said as he led her to one of the chairs with a place setting and pushed her into it. “She made no exception. Neither one of us have approved of your inappropriate attachment to my son.”

      “Inappropriate?” she hated that her voice shook, but she couldn’t help it. The fear shriveling her insides had complete and total control.

      The Reverend shook his head. “Your puppy love attraction to that boy is wholly inappropriate. My wife should have brought the issue to my attention much sooner.” He looked over at Mrs. Lewis with a harsh look that made her gasp.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I love Tucker because he’s my brother. How in the hell is that inappropriate?”

      “Watch your tongue, young lady. Despite everything, this is still a house of the Lord. I won’t tolerate any filthy language from you now or in the future.”

      His statement made Nina’s stomach curl. How many times had her mother used that exact same line on her? They were apparently more alike than she’d realized. Her mother always used God to control her and now she suspected her father would too.

      He looked again to Mrs. Lewis. “She doesn’t know?”

      She shook her head in response.

      “And the boy?”

      She shook her head again.

      Nina’s head was about to explode from confusion. It was as if every other word out of their mouths was a random piece of a puzzle that made not even a lick of sense.

      “Know what?” she dared to ask even though she knew, like deep down knew, the answer was going to hurt like hell.

      “Tucker is not your brother.

      I am not your father.

      And your mother is a lying whore.”
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      “We have got to stop this now.” Gabe watched Nina writhing in pain as she relived the memory that cut her so deep she couldn’t face it.

      “Stop what exactly?” Zane asked. “We haven’t done a thing for nearly twenty minutes. This is all in her head now.”

      Gabe shook his head. Zane was right, they had barely begun and her mind had cracked open like a broken egg crashing on the floor. Whatever had triggered her earlier had started her down this road and he was afraid they might have made it worse.

      “I have to do something.” He reached for his wife, pulled her into his arms and grabbed for a blanket while whispering words to soothe her in her ear. Unfortunately, she didn’t seem to hear or understand him.

      “She keeps rambling about Tucker. Should we get him in here? Maybe he can get through to her.”

      Wild possessive need to protect her from everyone flared to vivid life inside him. He didn’t want anyone near her. He was beginning to worry that he would never be able to trust anyone around her ever again.

      He should have taken her and run when he had the chance. Now he’d have to rely on someone else to help him. Something he’d never felt comfortable with. It was one of the reasons his partnership with Mason, Levi and Tucker worked so well. They chose a long time ago to stay out of sight and allow Gabe total freedom in the way he worked and ran the club.

      The three of them were intensely private and for good reasons, while Gabe took on the role as the public face for them. Since he’d never before been connected to the Reverend other than he went to the same popular state college as his other sons, there had been no whisper of connection between them.

      For a decade this continued. Any heat the club took fell directly on his shoulders and since his parents were dead, he didn’t care what anyone thought of him. He’d been living on easy street using borrowed time apparently.

      Things started to change when Tucker stepped out of the shadows. Not long after he hooked up with Maggie and her public drama, Savannah had mysteriously come out of the woodwork and it was all downhill from there.

      He took a deep breath. He had to do this for her if nothing else. If Tucker could get through to her it was worth whatever temporary discomfort he felt.

      “Go get him.”

      Zane didn’t hesitate to follow his direction. He obviously recognized they were in a serious situation here.

      Not a minute later, Tucker stormed into the room, anger and concern etched across his face. “What the hell happened? Didn’t I tell you this was a bad idea?”

      He approached the table and Gabe growled. Not a little rumble either. He sounded like a feral wolf protecting his mate.

      Tucker took a step back.

      “Look. I get that you want to protect her. But I love her too. She may be your wife now, but she’s still my sister. I’m not going to hurt her.”

      Tucker took a step forward and Gabe made no move to stop him. Tucker was family and they’d known each other a long time…

      “What is she saying?”

      Gabe looked down at Nina. “She’s been like this pretty much since we started. I think she’s reliving that night. But I’m only hearing one side of the conversation. So far she’s rambled about how her mother would never do whatever she did and that her relationship with you is not inappropriate.”

      Tucker’s head jerked and his gaze clashed with Gabe’s. “What?”

      Gabe shook his head. “I don’t know, man. I’m struggling to put the pieces together. Whatever is happening, she is scared shitless.”

      “Can you tell who she is talking to?”

      Gabe nodded. “That’s the most disturbing part. He’s got her and he seems to be hurting her somehow. Oh, and she said something about being chosen.”

      Gabe almost missed it because he was so focused on his wife, but from the corner of his eye he caught Tucker clenching and unclenching a fist. “What? Do you know what that means?”

      Tucker nodded, his jaw clenching the entire time. “Yeah, I think so. At least I’ve heard it before. I just didn’t know at the time what it meant. And if it’s what I think it is then my mother...”

      Gabe had to fight the urge to stand and shake Tucker. All these cryptic answers were stretching his patience thin. “What the hell does that mean?”

      “The chosen. I think it’s how my father referred to the women he impregnated.”

      Gabe’s blood ran cold. It really was as bad as he’d feared. Why his mind had immediately gone there he didn’t want to examine. But for Nina to have locked those memories up tight it made sense.

      “What do you mean you think? Did you know about this? Did you leave her behind knowing this could happen?”

      “Fuck no, I didn’t know. Asshole. I found some old notes a few years back in one of the many books my father kept in his office. It didn’t exactly spell out his plan, but when pieced together with the information Mason obtained from his investigation it kind of made sense.”

      “And you think that’s what happened that night? She was chosen as his next what? Victim? And your mother knew that!?”

      His voice was rising, but he couldn’t stop it. This whole family was one whack job after another. He shuddered to think what that meant for his own future. None of which he’d have if he couldn’t rescue Nina. But how the hell was he supposed to rescue her from her own traumatic memories?

      “Get Mason. Tell him we need the best psychiatrist in the city right fucking now. When she comes out of this she is going to need more help than you or I can give. And tell him I don’t give one shit about what secrets will get out.”

      Tucker touched his hand to Gabe’s shoulder. “We have Maggie right outside. She and Nina have been working together already.”

      “What the fuck?” he roared. “Your wife has been treating my wife and I didn’t know about it? I swear to God I am going to kill you all just so I don’t have to deal with this anymore. I am so sick of this family and their secrets.”

      “Goddammit Gabe, calm the fuck down. You aren’t going to help Nina if you can’t control your overbearing anger. And if you can’t help her, then I will be forced to have you removed.”

      “I think you both need to calm down. None of this is helping her.” Maggie had entered the room and when he turned to look at her she was pointing to Nina.

      “No, but I can see why she isn’t getting any better. It’s going to take another decade just to unravel all this bullshit.”

      “Maybe, maybe not.” Maggie walked toward him. “What we’re doing here is probably the best thing we can. The sooner she faces the memories, the sooner she can get past them. The not knowing has been tearing her apart.”

      Some of Gabe’s anger left him. “I know. It used to be more subtle. But ever since Savannah came forward…”

      Maggie nodded, laying a hand on Nina’s arm. “Let’s see how far we can take this. Her and I already laid the groundwork for this because we both knew it would eventually happen. I should be able to stop it if and when we need to.”

      “Should?” he asked. “That’s not giving me a lot of confidence.”

      “The human mind is very powerful. You’d be surprised at how hard it will work to protect her.”

      “Babe,” Tucker interrupted. “Are you sure you are up to this?” He was pointedly looking at her very pregnant belly.”

      She covered her stomach protectively with her hand. “Don’t worry, I will be fine. Either way, we have plenty of time.”

      Gabe didn’t like the sound of that. “Why? What’s wrong? Is there something going on with the baby?”

      “She might be in labor.”

      “I’m not in labor,” she argued. “Since my due date is weeks away, it’s likely false contractions.”

      More than a healthy dose of fear clawed at Gabe. One woman lost to her memories and the other in possible premature labor. What the ever loving fuck was wrong with the world? “Do you need to get to the hospital?”

      She shook her head. “No. I’m fine. Trust me. If I start to feel bad enough, I’ll go. The hospital is less than ten minutes away.”

      Gabe nodded. Although he’d feel a lot better if they had a doctor in the house.

      “Where’s Zane?”

      “Right here.” He stepped from the shadows near the door. “Trying to stay out of the way, but I plan to remain available if you need me.”

      “Good. I need you to go downstairs and check with the door staff. See if they’ve checked in Kurt Sawyer. If he’s here I need you to find him and bring him to me.”

      “Sure thing, boss.”

      Gabe didn’t bother to correct Zane before he disappeared through the door. He wasn’t the boss around here anymore and he never would be. If his decision to leave hadn’t already been definite, it was certainly solid now. He was taking Nina as far away from here as possible.

      “We don’t need any strangers up here,” Tucker seethed.

      “You’re gonna want this one. Kurt is a doctor and he has a standing private room reservation every Friday night.”

      “Oh,” Tucker said, shoving his fingers into his hair.

      “Yeah. Now about Nina,” he turned back to Maggie. “What do you suggest?”

      “I know the fear in her voice is scaring you, but her vitals are steady. For now, we need to let her keep going. She’s hyper focused on what is going on in her head, which sounds like it’s playing back like a movie of her life ten plus years ago. She’s reliving it, which may be the only way her mind will let it happen. However, if she says something that you don’t understand, you can ask her questions. We just might not get any answers. Okay?”

      Gabe nodded, feeling like a stone was lodged in his throat. He’d done his research. Even consulted some mind therapy experts. And still he’d not been prepared to watch her suffer. It didn’t seem fair.

      “Okay. Good. So let’s all take a page out of the same book for once and relax. We’ll get her and us through this. Just remember, we do this not just because we love her, but because this is what she wanted.”
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      Nina just stared at the Reverend, unable to grasp that he’d just called her mother a lying whore. There was something so wrong about this situation and she was struggling to put all the pieces together.

      She was beginning to feel like this wasn’t real. Had she fallen asleep? Was this all a dream?

      Her head was spinning.

      “Nothing else to say, child?” he asked.

      She blinked and refocused on the man in front of her. He did seem real. And the pain of his fingers squeezing all the way down to the bone of her arm felt real.

      “You’re not my father?”

      “Nope. When your mother AND my wife tricked me into choosing her as a vessel for my next holy child, unbeknownst to me, she was already several weeks pregnant. It wasn’t until many years later I became suspicious and I beat the truth out of your mother. That’s what you do with sinners, my dear. They are beaten at the cross until they confess.

      Nina’s stomach churned. How was this happening?

      “Where is my mother? This makes no sense. She said that you’re my father.”

      “We’ve both been duped, dear. But we’re moving on from that. Your mother has paid for her sins. We both agreed that despite her duplicity, you were brought into my life for a different one. You have been chosen for a great honor.” He hesitated and she hoped he would just stop. “You are going to be the next vessel.”

      “Vessel?” She wasn’t even sure she knew what that word meant.

      The Reverend sighed, his impatience with her growing. “You, my dear, are going to carry and deliver the next holy child. As the final penance for your mother’s sins, she has agreed to sacrifice your virginity—to the Lord.”

      “Do you mean? I mean—do you want—”

      Her father—or she guessed the man not her father—grabbed the half full wine glass by his plate and lifted it into the air. “Don’t worry, little lamb. I take no pleasure in doing this. But it’s up to me to make this sacrifice. It’s the only way for a holy child to walk this earth.” With a smug, satisfied look on his face he drained the remaining contents of his glass.

      Nina thought she heard a loud kaboom. Although that might have just been the sound of her head exploding. The man sitting next to her was as crazy as they came. She might not know much about much, but she damn well knew this was not the work of the righteous.

      She shook her head. “No. I won’t do it. I’m not going to be a part of this. It’s insane.”

      Immediately she knew she’d said the wrong thing. The Reverend’s face turned a deep, crimson red and his eyes bugged in his head. He yanked her from her chair and started dragging her out of the room. “You will do your duty if I have to tie you down to get it done. We all have to make sacrifices.”

      She tried to dig in her heels, but nothing she did even slowed his progress.

      “You already have a son!” she cried. “A beautiful, talented perfect son. You don’t need another.”

      He turned on her so fast she slammed into his chest. “My son, or at least the one you speak of, is a perverted disappointment. He doesn’t know you are not his sister and yet he looks at you with lust in his heart. I’ve seen it and I know he has already chosen a life of sin. What do you think he will do if you kept taunting him with your supple teenage body? Again, I will make that sacrifice so men like my son don’t have to be tempted.”

      The Reverend’s words had slurred and spittle flew from his mouth. Nina felt her stomach churn again and she expected vomiting to happen at any moment.

      Was the man drunk?

      If so, maybe she had half a chance of overpowering him. She searched around her for something she could use. She didn’t remember much from those silly self-defense classes she’d endured in school, but she knew she had to fight him no matter what. She wasn’t about to become a victim on her birthday.

      Her eyes lighted on a thick bladed steak knife sitting next to the Reverend’s plate. If she could just…

      Unfortunately, her arms couldn’t reach it. So she pulled with all her might at his grip at the same time shoving her knee into his crotch.

      He moved fast to deflect her attack, but that gave her the opening she needed to break free from his hand. She ran for the table and the knife.

      She made it, but not fast enough. The Reverend pushed her into the table stomach first and came down on top of her back, effectively pinning her on top of the table where she held the weapon. It’s blade slicing into her shirt and the underside of her left breast.

      “Fine. You want to do this the hard way, I can accommodate that.”

      With her one hand pinned under her stomach, he grabbed the other and yanked it backwards, nearly pulling it out of the socket to force it behind her back. Tears streamed from her eyes as pain began to engulf her from multiple directions.

      For an old man, the bastard had incredible strength.

      However, her jeans slowed him down. As he struggled to get them unfastened and then loose from her hips, something else happened. Time seemed to slow and for a second she thought she smelled smoke. But more importantly her resolve not to allow this to happen gave her a burst of energy.

      She kicked her legs and bucked her hips. It didn’t matter that these moves brought him in better contact with her intimate areas, only that she made it harder for him to proceed.

      “If you keep fighting it, I will hurt you more,” he hissed in her ear as he twisted her arm until the hot searing pain nearly blinded her.

      Suddenly, his grip on her arm loosened as she heard what sounded like a gag behind her. Whatever was going on with the Reverend, Nina saw this as her chance to move. She gripped the handle of the knife as tight as she could and flipped onto her back, preparing to stab him in whatever little time she got before he grabbed her again.

      What she saw came as a complete and total shock. The Reverend stood red-faced with his hands clawing at his throat and red foamy stuff dribbling from his mouth.

      What the hell?

      Nina stood there in shock, unable to move. He obviously couldn’t breathe. Her mind whirled with fear, but her body remained frozen.

      His eyes bugged out and she saw the plea in them for help and still she did nothing. Her chest still burned where the knife had cut into her and the shooting pains in her left shoulder had not completely subsided. She dropped the makeshift weapon, afraid to touch it any longer.

      In a state of confusion she looked down to see her shirt torn and bloody and her jeans still unfastened and halfway down her hips. Weakly she grabbed at her pants and pulled them up. At which point the Reverend crashed to the floor, his body now convulsing.

      She stared in horror, unable to move or think until she heard someone call her name.

      Nina!

      Nina, wake up!

      Gabe was calling her. She heard him. He wanted her to wake up.

      “I didn’t do it,” she cried, her body trembling on overload. “I didn’t do it.”

      Her eyes popped open and everything she saw changed. She was no longer in her father’s house, watching him die. Gabe was standing over her, his expression etched in worry.

      “Finally.” He lifted her shoulders and pulled her into his arms. “You scared the living hell out of me.”

      “What? What happened?” she whispered, still a little foggy on where she was.

      “Don’t worry about that. I’m just glad you’re back and not stuck in that nightmare any longer.” He held her so tight she could only take short breaths. But she didn’t care. She was safe. Safe with Gabe.

      After long minutes had passed and she was beginning to feel lightheaded, she lifted her head. “Gabe, what happened?”

      He shook his head. “Let’s get you taken care of and then we can talk.” He wound her arms around his neck and then picked her up from the table.

      She rested his head on his shoulder and focused on his scent when she buried her face into his neck. Everything about him was so familiar and so comforting. She tried to shut out all the images running through her head like a high def movie and failed.

      She could still see the Reverend clawing at his skin, obviously unable to breathe. He’d been about to, she couldn’t even think the words, and then he was on the floor dying. Inexplicably. Soon she would have to try and put all the pieces of her memory back together. But not now. Now she only wanted to soak up everything that was Gabe.

      Her husband.

      She snuggled closer. He’d done what he promised. He’d helped her recover her memories and as she’d expected they were pretty horrific.

      “Nina, how are you feeling?”

      She opened her eyes and twisted towards the female voice. “I’m okay. Or at least I will be.”

      Maggie nodded at her. “I knew you could do it. I hope eventually you’ll agree it was for the best to face the truth.”

      “It was pretty ugly.”

      “I’m not surprised. The mind is a beautiful thing when it comes to how it works. Especially when it wants to protect us.”

      “I’m not the one who killed him,” she stated, a little afraid to say the words out loud. Just because what happened to him wasn’t her fault didn’t really make her feel much better. Not considering she didn’t lift a finger to help him.

      Maggie made a strange face, her eyes growing extra wide and her mouth forming an O. Nina cringed. If her friend didn’t believe—

      “Uh oh,” Maggie said.

      “What?” Tucker asked from somewhere out of Nina’s vision. Behind her maybe.

      “My water just broke.”

      “What?” All three of them said in unison.

      Maggie nodded. “I guess it wasn’t false labor after all.”

      “Oh my God,” Nina tried to sit up on Gabe’s lap, but she felt too weak to make much progress. “You’ve been in labor? How long?”

      “Too long,” Tucker said. “Come here.” He picked up Maggie and started carrying her towards the door. “We’ll be at the hospital.”

      “Text me and let us know what’s up. Oh, and take Mason and Levi with you. Nina needs some recovery time without any pressure.”

      “Will do,” Tucker replied before disappearing through the door where they could hear Maggie protesting about being carried.

      She struggled to get up again. “I’ve got to go with them,” she said.

      “Nope.”

      She stilled. “Excuse me?”

      A heavy sigh sounded from Gabe. “Babe, you have just been through hell. You need to recover.”

      It was her turn to sigh. She could tell from the tone of his ‘Dom’ voice that she indeed would be going nowhere. He might be right, but dammit this sucked. She was tired of her past interfering with her present.

      She collapsed back into his chest. She’d been shaking since she woke up and so far it hadn’t stopped. There was simply too much going on in her brain. She had to get it out.

      “I didn’t do it.”

      “I know you didn’t.”

      She tilted her head to meet his gaze. “How much do you know?”

      He brushed his thumb across her cheek and she turned into it. “Probably most of it, though I do have some questions. But you don’t have to answer them now. Not until you’re ready.”

      Would she ever be that ready? As much as she didn’t want to keep replaying what she’d been through, it was going to happen whether she liked it or not. Which meant she might as well get through it with Gabe first and sooner rather than later. If anyone deserved her truth, it was him. He’d put up with so much.

      If giving him that meant that she lost him…

      Ugh. That thought made her stomach revolt and her heart ache. Still, there was only one good way to deal with it and that was head on.

      With that forefront in her mind, she started at the beginning. Where it would end she had no idea, but as long as he held her she knew she’d get there in one piece.
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      Nina fidgeted in the stiff waiting room chair where she’d been sitting for an hour and forty-five minutes. When the District Attorney had summoned her here, she hadn’t known exactly what to expect. Sure Victor Knight, her lawyer, had coached her repeatedly and nauseatingly on what she could and could not say during this meeting. But that hadn’t prepared her for what the waiting would do to her psyche.

      Or the fear it caused.

      It was probably a well-known tactic used by law enforcement types, but she’d never been in any real trouble before so she hadn’t known. So if they were trying to intimidate her—job well done. Color her intimidated.

      “Babe, relax.” Gabe stood, leaning against the wall across from her, irritation still stamped across his face.

      They’d argued about this for two days. He’d thought coming here was a huge mistake and fought her every step of the way. For a while there she’d half expected him to lock her up or kidnap her to keep this from happening.

      He was probably right, but that didn’t make it right to her. As far as she was concerned the only way to wipe the slate clean was to tell the truth to the extent she knew it. That was the real kicker, wasn’t it?

      Thanks to Gabe, she’d recovered a lot of her missing memories. But there were some gaps she simply couldn’t fill. Either she didn’t see them or at the time she didn’t realize what was happening. Like what had happened to make the Reverend suddenly unable to breathe and foam at the mouth. That was an image she’d never forget.

      She could guess, but that’s all it would be. And then there was the matter of her mother and how to deal with that. She swore she heard her mother talking to her about the blood on her shirt, but she couldn’t be sure if it was real.

      And so far her mother had not returned any of her calls. She’d gone off the grid and Nina had only just realized she’d not spoken to her since before Savannah came forward.

      Which in hindsight might be for the best. Finding out that her mother had agreed to give her to the Reverend to further his cause in creating holy children made her stomach roll. What the hell was she supposed to do with that?

      “You can go in now.” The secretary who’d taken her name and confirmed her appointment announced. “Just you and your legal representation.” She gave Gabe a look when he started to argue that somehow cut him off.

      Instead, he stepped to her. “You don’t have to do this.”

      She looked up at him, her heart softening despite the ongoing consistent argument. “Yes, I do.”

      “Don’t worry, she’ll be fine,” Victor said from her side. “Shall we?” He lifted his briefcase and indicated for her to precede him.

      Gabe squeezed her hand. “I love you. I’m still mad as hell about this, but I love you no matter what.”

      Nina’s heart constricted. She honestly had no idea what she ever did to have a man like Gabe stand by her no matter what. She only hoped she could live up to his expectations.

      He let her go and she followed the secretary to what might be her doom. She had no idea what to expect from this meeting. The situation was one sticky ass mess.

      Once through the door the DA stood and greeted them, indicating they should take a seat.

      Chad Robinson hadn’t been the District Attorney for long in these parts, but Victor assured her that he had grand ambitions for his future that they could use to their benefit.

      Nina cared for politics about as much as she cared for her father’s church these days. She sighed. No—not her father—and she sincerely hoped that one day she would stop thinking of him in that role. He’d never been a father to her or any of her brothers. His agenda and need for religious power had consumed him.

      “As I mentioned on the phone, I asked for this appointment because I have personal testimony in Savannah Lewis’ case that you need to hear.”

      “Shouldn’t any new evidence be presented to the investigators?” The DA interrupted Victor.

      “Possibly. Probably. But if you don’t mind me being frank, this case is far too sensitive for me to march any of my clients into the police station to hear. And we’re out of time. The arraignment for Mrs. Lewis is this afternoon and before that takes place you need to hear the truth.”

      Nina fought to not roll her eyes at Victor’s words. Did anyone associated with the Lewis family really know how to deal in the truth? Especially their lawyer?

      Mr. Robinson sat back in his chair and steepled his fingers in front of his chest. “Well, I have to admit I am intrigued. And there is no doubt this case is a sensitive one. I’d much prefer it if religion and crime never mixed.”

      Victor nodded. “Well, not only do you not have any physical evidence that links my client Savannah Lewis to the death of her husband, I have what we like to call extenuating circumstances.”

      Mr. Robinson turned and looked at her. “I’d like to hear whatever you have directly from the source. I assume that’s why you’re here? Do you have some information about the night of Mr. Lewis’ death?”

      She nodded, the lump in her throat growing larger. “I was there.”

      “Mrs. Michaels, who at the time believed she was Reverend Lewis’ biological daughter, was picked to be Mr. Lewis’ next victim. He’d summoned her to the house that night with the intent of impregnating her against her will. In the course of that nightmare, she obtained several physical and mental injuries that have left her with years of trauma to deal with.”

      The DA, who had not taken his gaze from hers, narrowed his eyes. “How old are you?”

      She knew where he was going with his question. “The night in question was my eighteenth birthday.”

      “Jesus.”

      “Unfortunately, that’s not the worst case.” Victor pulled a file from his briefcase and handed it across the desk. “As you know, Mr. Sinclair has been investigating all of the cases of paternity in regards to Reverend Lewis. In the course of that investigation, he has discovered many were with women well under the age of consent in North Carolina at the time of conception. You have in your hands more than a half dozen legally obtained, signed and witnessed statements from women who were used either against their will, under extreme duress or underage. But our expectation is that any of that detailed information will be kept as private as possible.”

      Nina’s stomach jolted at the picture Victor was painting. If she’d ever for a second doubted it before, she knew now for sure that Reverend Lewis was a monster. But was it necessary for her to hear all the details spelled out? Fucking Victor. Effective as hell, but cold-hearted to the end.

      “To put in bluntly,” Victor continued. “You don’t have a chance in hell of finding twelve jurors that will convict Mrs. Lewis of manslaughter let alone murder. It’s just not going to happen and you’re going to waste taxpayers’ money trying to do it.”

      “Damnit, Knight,” he said, perusing the file. “You are bound and determined to make this case a living hell for me.”

      Victor smirked. “It is the kind of thing that can make or break a developing career depending on how it’s handled. Especially when it comes to spending voters’ money frivolously.”

      Mr. Robinson’s eyes narrowed on Victor and she worried he’d stepped over a line that was going to get them both in trouble.

      “It’s my duty to bring you the facts.”

      “Bullshit. It’s your duty to get your clients off. I have a publicly made confession from Savannah Lewis, in front of the press no less. I can’t exactly ignore that.”

      “You don’t have to. You simply have to acknowledge that Savannah Lewis is not well. And who could blame her. On the night of her husband’s death she witnessed her husband try to attack a child in the name of God. I don’t think it gets more disturbing than that. Is it any wonder her mind broke that night? Someone had to stop him and she was the only other one there to save the girl.”

      “Is that true? Did Mr. Lewis attempt to assault you that night?”

      Nina had to swallow down the bile that had risen during Victor’s little tirade. While the facts he’d given the DA were the truth, he’d left out a lot of the story.

      “Yes.” She had intended to say more than that, but she just couldn’t. Every time she told the story it was like reliving it all over again.

      “Did he succeed?”

      Nina shook her head. “There was a knife.” She couldn’t lie. She just couldn’t. Not about this.

      Mr. Robinson held up his hand. “Stop. I don’t think I should hear anymore. Mrs. Michaels, can you excuse us for a minute? I’d like to have a word with Mr. Knight alone.”

      Relief flooded through her as she pushed out her chair. “Of course,” she said and then quickly walked out of the office while trying not to run. She couldn’t wait to get the hell out of there.

      One more minute and it could have been her getting charged with something since she couldn’t remember how exactly the knife ended up in the Reverend’s chest. There had been a voice she thought was her mom’s, but she couldn’t say for sure. It could have been Savannah…
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      “Are you going to tell me what happened?” Gabe asked while clenching the wheel of his SUV. Ever since she’d come out of the DA’s office looking like she’d seen a ghost and moving like the devil himself was chasing her down, she’d said nothing beyond the I have to get out of here.

      Now she sat next to him staring out the window and he didn’t know what to do next. Other than take her home. Their home. Where she belonged.

      “I really can’t stay here. I need to leave.”

      Fear and anger coursed through him. “Not without me you aren’t.”

      She whirled toward him. “I can’t do that to you.”

      “Do what, exactly?” Because so far she’d said nothing that sounded like a problem.

      “Take you away from your family,” she said with tears shining in her eyes.

      “You’re my family,” he said quietly, hoping to keep them both calm. They were both tired and stressed out from the last several weeks. So much had happened and while a lot of it had been really, really good, the bad kept threatening to wipe that out.

      “Gabe, you know what I mean.”

      “I do. And they’re your family too. I’d even dare say more so than mine. I’ve already told you we’d go away together. Did you think I didn’t mean it?”

      “No, I know you meant it. But that doesn’t make it right. Especially considering…”

      She didn’t finish the rest and he was about to go crazy. Luckily, they’d be out of this car and inside the house inside of two minutes and they could finish hashing it out in private.

      He let her silence stand as he turned into the long, curved driveway and pulled to a stop in front of the door. He’d barely gotten the gears into park and she was out of the car and at the top of the steps entering her code to get in.

      By the time he got to the bottom of the steps she was gone again.

      As much as he hated to admit it, his patience was wearing thin with his wife. He understood the confusion that she couldn’t let go of, but he didn’t get why she kept pushing him away.

      Feisty was one thing. They were way past that.

      He entered the house and walked through to the one place he knew he’d find her. The sunroom overlooking the lake. He passed her shoes and purse in the hallway and had to suppress a laugh. The silk pantyhose he found next he picked up and stuffed into his pocket.

      While he didn’t need it, he rather enjoyed following the trail she’d left in her wake. And sure enough, he found her curled up in the corner of her favorite loveseat, the one he’d had moved from her little house to his, with her bare legs tucked underneath her.

      “You’re not leaving without me.”

      She started to argue.

      “I’m sorry, babe, but that is non-negotiable. Unless you’ve fallen out of love with me, we’re in this together.”

      She threw her arms up in the air and plopped them hard onto the sofa cushion. “It’s because I love you that I do have to go alone. Don’t you get it? I’m never ever going to be what you want. I tried. And the more time I spend with my family and watch their interaction with their women that just gets clearer and clearer. I’m not a submissive. Reverend Lewis made sure of that.”

      Ahh. Now he got it. She was still scared. Or the memories had brought her full circle again.

      He took off his leather coat and draped it across the back of the chair next to the window. He then pushed his sleeves up, taking a few extra moments to consider his words.

      “Nina, you’re getting too hung up on the words. I need you to hear me this time so we don’t have to keep going here. We’ve discussed this and I can tell you one hundred percent that what we have between us is more than enough. There isn’t anything you haven’t already given me that I want.” He grabbed her hand and coaxed her onto her feet. “There are a lot of things in this world I will want. But in my life there is only one thing I truly need and that’s you. I know you think because I’ve managed Purgatory Club for all these years that I need something specific you can’t give, but you couldn’t be more wrong. I won’t deny that certain things have always given me a certain rush in the past. But, baby, in my line of work I’ve seen it all. And after a while some of it just gets old. Or maybe I’m just jaded. But that rush faded a long time ago. And being with you isn’t even close to what I felt back then. It’s so much more. Dammit. It’s fucking everything.”

      “Oh, Gabe.” Tears had begun leaking from her eyes and he swiped them as fast as they could fall. “I just couldn’t take it if you one day woke up beside me and were filled with regret. You have done so much for me and you deserve everything. Not a broken woman still trying to get over her past.”

      He smiled, his heart cracking open a little bit more with each sob that escaped her lips. “Baby, you’re not broken. You’re just hurt. And your wounds are already healing. I see it more and more every day. Besides, I deserve you and I’m taking it. You want to leave? That’s fine. I’m feeling it will be good for both of us. But go without me? Nope. Not happening. Plus, there isn’t anywhere we can go where our family can’t come and visit us or vice versa.”

      When she got that look that she was about to argue, he pressed his lips to hers and cut off any more excuses. There was absolutely nothing she could say or do that would ever change his mind.

      “You’re mine, baby. In every way. But don’t think that means I won’t keep pushing the envelope when you’re ready. You know I will. That said though, I’m only into exploring what brings us both pleasure. That’s all that matters. Okay?”

      She smiled against his lips. “Okay.”

      “Good. Now kiss me like you mean it.”

      She opened her mouth to say something sarcastic probably, and he took that as his opportunity to do what he wanted. Namely, kiss the ever loving hell out of his wife.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning he woke to his wife crawling up his legs. “I’ve thought of something I haven’t given you that you might want.”

      As if the little challenge she’d just muttered wasn’t enough, she sucked in her sweet bottom lip and bit down on it with her teeth. He nearly groaned with the reaction that caused in his dick. A little of his control slipped as he immediately thought about sinking into her wet heat.

      His reactions to her were always that quick. Something he needed to lock down a little more or he wasn’t even going to get to the part where she explained what she meant before she found him balls deep in her pussy.

      She pressed her hands against his chest and pushed him back down on the bed. While he wanted to bring her with him he decided to wait and see, so he allowed it. As part of that whole control thing he needed to deal with it seemed for the best.

      But when she looked down at his crotch and licked her lips he nearly lost it.

      “Hungry for cock, baby?”

      She pressed her lips together with a half smile, half smirk. “Maybe not exactly the words I would have chosen, but yeah I guess that works.”

      With a chuckle he circled her waist and pulled her tight against his frame, making sure she felt every inch of his arousal.

      “Too dirty for you? Should I start calling you princess?” He kissed a trail around the side of her jaw and down to her neck. He was feeling particularly good right now. She had bounced back to her normal sass, which happened to be his favorite flavor of Nina. Not that he was going to tell her that. It wouldn’t be fair to encourage her to behave like a brat and then punish her when she took it too far.

      “Not too dirty,” she said each word coming out hard and breathless.

      “Good. Then far be it from me to deny the lady what she wants. On your knees.”

      He’d switched to the tone he knew she responded to best. She called it the Dom voice. The idea made him laugh even though she was probably right.

      She dipped her head in ascent and slid down to the carpeted floor on the side of the bed. Hopefully, she’d appreciate the extra plush carpet padding cushioning her body as he’d had this kind of thing in mind when he’d ordered it.

      “I don’t even know why you’re dressed already, but pull your skirt up around your waist. I want to see more of you even if you are wearing panties.”

      “Yes, Sir,” she said, following his directions.

      He went completely still at the word Sir and watched her closely. Did she realize she’d even said it? And as naturally as he’d ever heard it. One would assume that if BDSM truly made her uncomfortable enough to consider leaving him then she wouldn’t be calling him Sir.

      “Look at me.”

      She complied, her soft green gaze meeting his as she knelt on the floor with the hem of her skirt still in her hands.

      “You called me Sir. Why?”

      She compressed her lips before sucking that bottom one in again for a bite and shrugged her shoulders. God, he wanted a fucking bite. And that soft, sweet look she kept throwing at him was about to get her thrown over his shoulder so he could just spend the rest of the day fucking them both raw.

      “It doesn’t bother you?”

      Nina shook her head. “Not like this, it doesn’t.”

      He nodded. Damn his wife was full of contradictions. Not that that was necessarily bad. He bargained that would keep him on his toes if nothing else. So he opted not to question her anymore.

      Instead, he decided to test the situation for himself. He knelt down in front of her and slipped a finger under the edge of the silk of her panties. He had half a mind to march her into the master closet so they could burn every pair she owned. He wanted her bare. All the fucking time.

      Another time. Baby steps.

      “If you need it, take it. Take all of it,” he said, dragging his thumb across her bottom lip.

      To his delight, she didn’t hesitate. She ran her hands up his thighs and fisted his cock tight, just like he liked it. He smiled knowing that she’d been paying attention every time he fisted his own cock just thinking about her.

      She then slowly licked up to the flushed tip, making sure to nip at him with her little teeth. He can’t hold back a groan. He liked to be handled rough and she obviously knew it.

      Her hand squeezed the base and by the time she slid her mouth over him and took him deep in her throat, his moans and reactions were out of control. She stroked her sweet, soft tongue along the underside in a constant back and forth motion that nearly made him squirm. He wouldn’t last long with her making him crazy like this.

      He pulled on her hair, forcing his dick in farther.

      “Fuck.” He groaned. “Take it deeper, baby.”

      He tightened his fingers in her hair and shoved his dick where he wanted it to go, this time eliciting her delightful groans.

      Oh yeah, he wanted to come just like this.

      When he heard his cell phone ringing he wanted to scream. Or seriously throw the damn thing in the lake. Talk about bad timing. But he couldn’t ignore it. Not considering they were waiting to hear from Victor about their potential legal issues. Now if that didn’t go well, their futures would look very different. He’d take his precious wife to a country without any extradition treaties. Fuckers could kiss his ass if they thought he would allow her beautiful body to spend one day inside a cell.

      Reluctantly, he pulled the contraption out of his pocket and looked at the screen. Answers needed to happen sooner rather than later. But instead of Victor, it read M.

      He pressed the screen to answer it. “What’s wrong?”

      “Are you and Nina at home?”

      He looked down at his woman, her hands on his thighs, her breasts bare, her skirt around her waist with her pussy totally exposed and her tongue stroking his cock. Fuck.

      “Yeah, we are.”

      “Good. We’ll be there in five.”

      He didn’t have a chance to object or find out what he meant by “we”. There was no need to bother. Mason had already hung up. He tossed the offending technology onto the couch and grit his teeth against the pleasure of Nina’s warm mouth. God, Mason had the worst fucking timing.

      “That was Mason.” He growled. “He’s going to be here in five.”

      She looked up at him, giving his dick one last, slow lick. “Then I guess I should hurry, huh?”

      He groaned. Fuck, she was so damned hot. She didn’t see the phone call as an interruption, just a challenge.

      Gabe buried his fingers in her hair and tightened until she stilled, her face tilted up to his. “You want it that bad, baby?”

      He knew she did, but he doubted she wanted it nearly as bad as he did.

      She nodded, licking her lips.

      “Go for it, wife,” he said with a smile. “Do your best.”

      And she damned well did. To the point he nearly lost his mind when she about blew the top of his head off with one of the best damn orgasms of his life.

      Fucking A. He couldn’t wait to pay her back.
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        * * *

      

      “So what’s the verdict?” Mason and Victor had arrived sans Rebecca who’d gone on to the hospital to visit Maggie and Tucker and little baby Ava. Born premature she was still in the NICU although all signs pointed to everything coming along fine provided there were no more complications.

      He made a mental note to take Nina there as soon as possible. They were definitely due for another visit. He needed to see his niece as badly as she did. That little girl had stolen all their hearts from the moment she decided to greet the world off schedule.

      “How about a drink first. I don’t know about you, but I could use one. This has been one hell of a week, month, year, fucking decade…”

      Gabe rolled his eyes as Mason and Victor both helped themselves to his scotch. “Go ahead and pour two more.” He was already feeling mellow thanks to Nina, but if they were going to ruin his endorphin buzz then he’d make up for it with some alcohol.

      As if on cue, Nina walked into the room as Mason handed out the drinks. She took hers and settled herself on the couch next to him. She’d taken a shower and changed and with her hair still wet he could smell the delicious scent of her shampoo. A sweet aroma that always gave him a visceral reaction. Oh well, maybe if Mason saw his dick get hard, he and Victor would get to the point and then get the hell out. He had some fucking to do.

      Hello, one-track mind.

      “You ever dealt with that new DA Chad Robinson? He’s one tough fucker,” Victor started. “Don’t get me wrong. I knew the outcome going in, but I can tell you now he is not a pushover. If this family is going to get in any more trouble, I’d suggest you do it outside his jurisdiction. I don’t think he’s a second chance giver, if you know what I mean.”

      “Does that mean I don’t have to testify,” Nina asked, her voice unusually quiet. Gabe gave her an appraising look. He got the impression his wife was more worried about the legal bullshit than she’d let on.

      “No. You don’t have to do anything. They’ll be processing Savannah’s release as well within 48 hours.”

      “Whoa,” Gabe said, surprised as shit Victor had accomplished exactly what he’d said. Although he shouldn’t have been. Victor was the true epitome of a legal shark. Fuck clichés. That man got shit done.

      “Yeah, well, this case is too explosive. It has all the hallmarks of bad political mojo if not treated with kid gloves. Religion, children, money. He had no choice really.”

      “And you knew that. Which is why you coached me to keep my mouth shut about anything other than a few basic points.”

      Victor turned to Nina. “Which you could have screwed up by bringing up the knife. I’ve seen all the evidence in this case and not once has there been mention of a knife.”

      That’s because Mason had disposed of it years ago. Not that he was going to say that out loud. There were some things in this world that Nina was better off not knowing. They might not have the typical Dom/sub relationship of her brothers, but he was still in charge of keeping her safe and happy and satisfied. And if he had to grease a few palms or break a few laws to do it, well, he could live with that.

      “What now?” Nina asked. “Is Savannah going to tell us the rest of the story? I’m pretty sure she had a hand in more of this business than as a simple bystander. Did she even admit to poisoning him?”

      Victor’s face hardened and he appeared to be struggling to compose himself before he answered. Gabe found that odd and very curious.

      “Savannah isn’t likely to say much else. Her decisions to talk or not talk are erratic. Although I hope she will talk to the new therapist I’ve arranged. She still needs treatment. Besides, how can you be so sure he was poisoned? The man wasn’t known for leading a healthy, fit lifestyle. It’s not uncommon at all to believe he could have dropped dead of a heart attack.”

      Nina smirked at him. “Do heart attack victims usually foam at the mouth?”

      Victor shrugged. “I’m not a doctor so I wouldn’t know. Look, all I’m saying is this ordeal is over. The bad guy in this situation died and I don’t think anyone needs another scapegoat. It’s time to put it behind you. All of you,” he stressed.

      Mason stepped forward. “Nina, he’s right. All that matters is that you know what happened to you, right? Now we just have to get through the public shit storm that is about to get worse.”

      “How do you mean?” Gabe asked.

      “Well, the press will know about Savannah’s release soon. The DA has called a press conference for first thing tomorrow morning right before her paperwork is processed. While Nina’s name won’t be provided, I would expect reporters to hound you anyway. Gabe, like I said before, you’re safe. You won’t be outted as one of the Reverend’s offspring because of the measures I took previously. However, you should know that Victor has prepared some additional information for you if you choose to see it. Or he can burn it. I’d advise the latter. In addition to the personal matters going down, you should all know that I’ve allowed an international organization with a certain reputation to engineer a hostile takeover of Lewis Global.”

      “That doesn’t make sense. How is it a hostile takeover if you allowed it to happen?” Nina asked.

      Mason grinned, a not wholly wholesome look by the way. “As far as the world knows, it’s hostile. I just happened to have been planning on this for down the road and Savannah’s little stunt just upped my timeline a little. Sadly, this will mean a lot of lost assets that will affect the bottom line of this family.”

      “I don’t think any of us cared about the money. We all have our own businesses. Who needs to be rich anyway?” She squeezed Gabe’s hand.

      He appreciated the move, but his thoughts and stomach were still back on the little bombshell that Mason had dropped like it was nothing and moved on. Had he meant he had information on his birth mother?

      “Don’t get crazy, Nina. We’re all still quite wealthy. There will likely just be one less zero than we’re used to.”

      “So millionaire’s instead of billionaires? Ooh, what a hardship. I still don’t care. You can keep mine. I don’t want it.”

      “Nina, I refuse to play this game with you again. All of your assets have been once again moved into your name. If you choose to donate it all again, that’s on you. There will be no more influx from Lewis Global.”

      “Good riddance,” she muttered.

      Mason narrowed his eyes. “I’d look over your assets before you do anything crazy. You might be surprised in what I invested in on your behalf. It would be a shame if any innocent people lost out on something they’ve earned through hard work because you preferred to dump the business.”

      Gabe watched his wife’s expression change. He had to bite his lips not to laugh. Leave it to Mason to have the last laugh when it came to their final fight about money. He’d pretty much just thrown down the gauntlet and guaranteed she wouldn’t sign over a dime without a thorough look through.

      Well played.

      “As for Purgatory—”

      “I’m not going back,” Gabe interrupted. “My wife and I are going on a honeymoon and then after that we are relocating.”

      One of Mason’s eyebrows shot up.

      “We are?” Nina asked. “Where are we going?”

      He looked down at her. “You pick. Although I hear the west coast has some beautiful places to live. Maybe Seattle.”

      Mason sighed, pulling his attention away from Nina.

      “I had a feeling you were going to say that. So I had Victor prepare an offer.”

      Gabe looked over at the lawyer. “You’ve sure been busy. I hope he’s paying you properly.”

      “Ha!” Mason barked. “He’s so overpaid it’s ridiculous.”

      “I’m not complaining,” Victor said as he approached with a manila file in his hand. “I think you’ll find everything in order. Our standard contract applies, but if you have any questions or requests just let me know and I’ll make the adjustments.”

      Gabe took the file and zeroed in on the writing on the tab. It simply said, “The Sinclair.”

      “What is it? Another club? I don’t think that’s going to work anymore. Nina and I are looking to make some real changes.”

      “Not a club. Not exactly. Just open it and look it over. You might be surprised.”

      With Nina looking over his shoulder he flipped the file open to a full color brochure of what looked to be an upscale hotel. He turned the page—and casino. “What is this?”

      “My latest acquisition. A boutique resort in the heart of the Las Vegas strip.”

      “You bought a casino? What on earth for?”

      “It’s a good investment. Or it can be under the right management and it so happens The Sinclair is looking for a manager.”

      “I don’t know.” He really didn’t know how he felt about this.

      “Look, I know it sounds a little out there, but we both know this is right in your wheelhouse and it would mean a lot to me to have someone I trust running the place for me in my absence. Just look it over. It’s a spectacular property with the prime potential to cater to an exclusive clientele. I’ve even just signed a new contract with a celebrity chef to open her first exclusive restaurant with us.”

      Of course, that little nugget caught Nina’s attention and probably sealed the deal. With her insane love for the food network television channel she was going to go insane over a celebrity chef.

      He shut the folder and cut her off before she could start grilling Mason. “I’ll think about it. But don’t expect anything from me—us. We’ll be making the decision on where to go next together.”

      Mason gave them a half smile. “I get it. Believe me, I do. I won’t lie and not tell you I want the two of you at The Sinclair, but if you choose something else, I’ll understand. Maybe,” he laughed. Something he didn’t do often and Gabe thought he should do more. Maybe now that they would soon be out from under the cloud of Reverend Lewis things would change for them all.

      “We’ll let you know. For now, I believe we are needed at the hospital. There’s a little pink bundle of joy that needs the support of all her uncles and aunts.

      “God, she’s amazing isn’t she? Little thing is one hell of a fighter.”

      Gabe looked at Nina and she looked at him. Had they heard Mason right?

      “What? I’m not made of stone you know. I don’t know anyone who could resist that tiny little girl, strapped to machines fighting for her life.”

      “She’s going to make it,” Gabe said. “The women in this family are made of strong stuff. Nothing, and I mean nothing, is going to take them down.”

      When Nina squeezed his arm and hand, he felt an incredible sense of peace. There was so much he wanted to give his wife. The world if she’d let him. As well as her own little pink or blue bundle of joy.
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      Nina stared out the window at the city in the middle of the desert as the plane circled the airport waiting for permission to land. Mason had offered the use of his private plane for this trip to her new home and it had been a surreal ride from the start.

      She slid her gaze right and found her husband staring at her.

      “What?” she asked.

      He laughed, the now familiar rumble sliding across her skin and making her belly swoop more than the descent into Vegas. “You are so damned cute. Staring down at the city like it’s something to be wary of.”

      “Wary would be about right. It’s called Sin City for a reason. And we’re about to make it our home. What have we gotten ourselves into?”

      “An adventure, my wife, an adventure.”

      She smiled, it was impossible not to. He’d continued to constantly call her wife and she flipping loved it now more than before.

      “Running one of the most exclusive new boutique hotels on the strip means we’ll be busy entertaining celebrities, politicians, and billionaires from around the world. It’s going to be fun.”

      “You’re crazy. Rich people are spoiled and entitled and generally a huge pain in the ass.”

      “Says one of the richest women in the country.”

      Her heart sank. She still couldn’t believe what Mason had managed to accomplish over the years. Despite all the times she’d refused to take the money, he’d held it all and invested every dime in her name over the years to the point of obscenity. Not to mention the cut he insisted she take from the liquidation of Lewis Global that he’d cleverly allowed to be taken from the family in a hostile takeover after he’d diverted most of the assets away from the company.

      The family. The words still felt bitter in her own head. She wasn’t family. Well, technically she was now by marriage. Not that Mason, Tucker or Levi had any plans to allow her to disassociate from them as her brothers. They’d made that perfectly clear these last few weeks as she and Gabe had taken some time to recover from the fallout of her returned memories. Well, the fractured ones anyway.

      She still didn’t remember everything that happened that night. Not permanently anyway. But Gabe had done what he promised. He’d helped her recover enough of her past to understand what had happened and now they were all finally beginning to heal.

      “You know I never wanted that money,” she said quietly. “Hell, I had planned to donate most of it anyway.”

      Gabe shook his head. He understood her feelings perfectly about everything even remotely attached to the Reverend. “You looked at the portfolio, didn’t you?”

      “I did. And he was right. I can’t just give it away. The companies he invested in are devoted to helping women. Many who need those businesses to feed and shelter their own families.”

      “I had a feeling. So what are you going to do?”

      She shrugged, looking out the window again. “Take my time. Learn about these companies I guess.”

      “Mason has assured us that every dime of what’s in your account did not come from the original trust set aside for all the kids.”

      She sighed. They’d been down this road so many times she was tired of arguing the point. It’s one of the reasons why the money still sat in her account. They all refused to take it back from her. Sneaky bastards.

      Or maybe she should call them the sneaky Masters. That idea forced her to stifle a giggle. The four sneaky Masters. It had a nice ring to it.

      “Care to share what’s so funny?”

      “Nope.”

      “And if I order you to tell me?”

      She simply stared back at him, keeping her expression clear of emotion. They were still working their way through the whole Dominant and submissive thing. Clearly, she didn’t have a problem with it in the bedroom. Her body tingled at the mere thought of it actually.

      It was at times like this though, she didn’t know exactly what to do. Part of her, a huge part actually, wanted to submit to him all the time. It felt so good to make him happy and it was kind of nice to have someone who wanted to take that responsibility. But old habits were hard to break, no matter how good her intentions were.

      “Well, that depends,” she answered, shifting in her seat because the heat already gathering between her legs made it impossible not to squirm.

      “He lifted one eyebrow and gave her that look.

      Oh shit. Not the look.

      There was no defense for the Dom look he liked to throw at her when she gave him sass. It was almost as bad as the Dom voice.

      She barely noticed when the wheels of the jet hit the tarmac, other than to note Gabe was unbuckled and out of his seat two seconds later. Stalking towards her.

      “There is no depends, baby. You either comply or you don’t. And if you don’t we both know what that means.”

      Her breathing quickened. Uh oh. More heat gathered.

      This is what happened when you gave a Dom an inch. He took a mile.

      Didn’t matter if she loved it when he got like this. He knew her. He knew exactly how she would respond to that voice. It worked every damn time.

      He was also right. Had been all along. Something she didn’t admit out loud too often. No need to give him any more reason to gloat than he already had.

      She bit her lip.

      “Do you want to tell me?”

      She shook her head. “Not really. It’s not important.”

      “I disagree. Everything about you is important. Especially what makes you laugh since it’s such a pretty look on you.”

      He was now standing in front of her seat, his crotch perfectly placed at her eye level. She groaned. He was hard and now she wanted to see and feel it. And he was saying sweet things, making it doubly impossible for her to resist giving him anything he wanted.

      “I was thinking up silly nicknames for you and my brothers. Because of the money.”

      “Does the money still really bother you that much? I thought we were past this.” The slight tinge of disappointment in his voice made her cringe. And remember all the discussions they’d had over this in recent months. The money did not matter. What mattered stood right in front of her.

      “I am past it for the most part. I just don’t like talking about it.” She licked her lips, keeping her gaze firmly locked on his erection. “I mean what the heck do I know about being a rich woman? That’s not who I am.” She curled her fingers into tight little balls to keep from grabbing him. He’d not yet given her permission and it thrilled him when she waited for it.

      He reached forward and cupped her chin. “If anyone deserves it, it’s you.”

      Her heart melted more. Seriously? How had she gotten this lucky?

      “But I don’t need it.”

      “Of course you don’t. Which brings us back to something else entirely. What do you need?”

      “Just you,” she said without hesitation.

      A low growl emanated from him. “You need me now?”

      “Yes, Sir. Please.”

      “What about the crew who will likely come through that door the minute the plane stops.”

      She bit her lip harder. That didn’t seem important at all. Rebecca had tried to tell her about her initiation into the mile high club until she’d shut the woman down. She didn’t need details like that about her brother. But it did mean that his crew wasn’t likely to bat an eye if they got a view of her kneeling in front of her husband with a mouthful of cock.

      “I don’t care, if you don’t,” she finally said.

      Another growl sounded from him. God, he was going to get her in so much trouble when she burst out laughing. The fact she could get to him every bit as much as he got to her drove her wild.

      “Are you still wearing the going away gift I gave you?”

      She nodded, pushing up her sleeves to reveal the two bangles she’d slid onto her arms this morning before leaving for the airport. The simple gold bracelets with the words ‘there is freedom in restraint’ had been something she couldn’t leave behind. Not even for a day. While the rest of her belongings would be packed and shipped to Las Vegas within the week, she wanted these with her at all times.

      “Take them off and hand them over.” He held out his free hand while still holding her face with the other.

      “But—”

      “No questions just yet, babe. I told you they would be important in your submission and you are about to find out why.

      Willing to give him the benefit of the doubt over just about anything he wanted these days, she removed them and dropped them in his waiting hand.

      “Good girl. Now unfasten your seat belt, get down on your knees and put your hands behind your back.”

      Her stomach dipped at his gruff command. She could see they were both getting on the same page. She quickly complied with his demands.

      Her knees had barely touched the floor when he moved behind her and placed her bracelets back on her wrists. Only this time one went on each and the chain that held them together now bound her wrists behind her back.

      “Handcuffs?” she asked.

      He smiled. “Pretty ones, aren’t they?”

      “I guess I should have known based on the inscription.”

      He only continued to smile while he leaned forward and unbuttoned her shirt and peeled it back from her shoulders.

      His gaze immediately locked onto her bare tits. Another request from her Dom hubby before they’d left. In fact, he requested her breasts unbound by a bra so often she was thinking about having a bra burning party. She secretly hated them too.

      “You’ve been following the rules so well. I’m impressed. And it makes me so fucking hard.”

      Yep. She could still see that, although she wasn’t totally thrilled he still had his pants on. Soon, she told herself. Good things come to those who wait. That’s how the saying goes, right?

      “You still want my cock in your mouth, baby?”

      Fuck yeah, she did. She’d only been begging for it for days. “You know I do, Sir. Although I must confess I never thought it would be this hard to get a guy to let me give him a blow job.”

      His grip on her chin tightened slightly. “Being sassy won’t get this dick in your mouth. Up your ass maybe.”

      She swallowed thickly, a shiver working down her spine. To say she didn’t want that was an understatement. In fact, she doubted she’d ever be ready for that.

      “Relax, Nina. I’ve no plans to punish you this afternoon. You’ve been a very good girl on this trip, but you sure know how to push my buttons with that mouth. So let's say we put it to better use.” He reached down and unfastened his pants and pushed them down his thighs.

      Per usual he wore no underwear and she was rewarded with his thick cock immediately straining in her direction. Her mouth watered and her hands fought against her restraints with her need to touch him.

      “Open your mouth, Nina.”

      She almost laughed. He was in complete and total control and wasn’t about to let her forget it.

      For a moment she looked up at his eyes and reveled in the lust she found staring back at her. He needed this as bad as she did. That was evident. It made her feel powerful to know that she did that to him. It was these moments that made her truly understand the words power exchange.

      As that energy flowed through her, she opened her mouth wide and waited.

      He didn’t make her wait long. With one hand gripping his dick and the other still cupping her chin, he guided her forward and onto his long shaft.

      Hard steel and soft skin glided over her tongue. Musk and man filled her senses. But it was his groan that accompanied all that that did her in.

      She did that. To him.

      She wanted to smile and pump her fist, but neither were physically possible at the moment. She’d have to save that celebration for later. For now, she slid farther, taking him as deep as she could. She had some pleasurable work to do.
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        * * *

      

      Sometime later, with her muscles relaxed from the multiple orgasms her husband had given her on the plane after she sucked him dry, the limo they were in pulled up to The Sinclair.

      Their new home.

      Up to this point, she’d been a little overwhelmed at the crowded Las Vegas strip and all that entailed. Hotels that looked like the New York skyline or as if she were actually in Paris, streets completely clogged with every walk and make of tourist and neon lights filling her vision at every turn. Dear God, the amount of neon was intense. She shuddered to think of how much money this city spent every night on electricity alone.

      The Sinclair however, had a completely different look than all of the hotels around it. She was like a classy lady in a roomful of hookers. She wasn’t as tall or as built as the flashy women around her, but she didn’t need to be. She stood out for her uniqueness. Her beauty no less breathtaking than the perfect sunset over the lake back home in the still of the twilight when no one or nothing could get in the way of your enjoyment.

      That’s basically how she felt when she looked at The Sinclair the first time and she understood immediately why Mason had bought it. It wasn’t the city or the insanity that called to him. It was simply this grand old building amidst the others in a city of excess and greed. She needed care and safekeeping, just like a submissive.

      Maybe she could learn to like it here. She and Gabe had yet to decide on her role in the business, but they had agreed that the management of a successful hotel would rely on a partnership between them. In business she would not be his submissive. She would be his equal.

      She looked back at Gabe who hadn’t moved. He was watching her and nothing else.

      “She’s beautiful.”

      He nodded his head. “That she is. And rather unexpected.”

      “You knew?”

      His laughter filled the space around them. “Yes, I knew. I didn’t take the decision to move us here lightly. I did my due diligence before saying yes to Mason. I wasn’t about to shackle us to something that would make us miserable. Not even for family.

      She grabbed for the door, but it was opened from the other side as if on cue.

      “Welcome to The Sinclair, Mrs. Michaels,” Gabe whispered at her ear. “Our new home.”

      Home.

      She loved the way he said that. It sounded so right coming from him. Hard to believe it took them so long to get here. And by here she didn’t mean the hotel. In fact, they had a lot of living to do to make up for the years they wasted. The whole family did. She hoped her brothers would be half as happy as she was right then. They deserved it too.

      Even Mason. She giggled.

      “What’s so funny this time?”

      She scooted away from him and swung her legs out of the car before she turned back to him.

      “Nothing much. I just hope that all the sneaky Masters in my life have found their bliss. I know I have.”

      On that note, she stepped out onto the sidewalk and faced The Sinclair. The elegant old hotel that had been lovingly restored. She couldn’t wait to begin her adventure.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you ready?”

      Nina stared into the darkness and waited a breath before answering. Her husband had insisted on blindfolding her and then dressing her. Of course, there had been a little foreplay on the side because he was always ready to play. Then he’d ushered her into the elevator and from there she had no idea.

      She was pretty certain they were still in the hotel, but there were too many options for her to narrow down their location. Except…

      She smelled roses. Lots of them.

      “Where are we?”

      He sighed. “That is not an answer to my question.”

      “Well, how can I answer whether I’m ready or not if I don’t know where I am?”

      “Because you trust your husband,” he offered.

      “Of course I trust you. I just don’t know if I’m ready for whatever we are about to do. You haven’t just thrown me off balance. I feel a little like I’ve been dropped into the deep end of the pool.”

      He moved closer, pressing his front to her back. “Part of my responsibility in this relationship is to push you out of your comfort zones, my love. And your job is to trust that I know not to go too far.” He traced her arm with a single finger from shoulder to fingertips. “However, not everything I will do is going to be about that either. Sometimes I simply want to surprise you with something good.”

      She felt the blindfold drop away and the setting sunset in the distance filled her vision.

      “I know how much you love to watch the sunset, so I built you this.” He swept his hand out to a gorgeous rooftop garden filled with plants and flowers that afforded the best views in the city and only blocked for safety by walls of glass.

      “Oh wow. Gabe!” she cried, barely able to breathe. “It’s so beautiful.”

      “A beautiful space for my beautiful bride.”

      As usual, when he said such sweet things to her, her insides got gooey and the urge to drop to his feet took hold. This time, probably for the very first time, she didn’t hesitate in following through on that urge.

      Although it wasn’t as easy as it sounded. He’d dressed her in a form fitting dress and five-inch heels. Still. She made it work.

      Halfway down he grabbed her shoulders and halted her. “What are you doing?”

      Although he looked confused, the sudden change in the tone of his voice told her far more.

      “I’m doing what feels right. Really right, Gabe.”

      He stared at her for a few heartbeats more before he lessened his grip on her and she slid down to her knees.

      At this level, the scent of the garden earth filled her mind. The roses, the cedar wood used to build the planters and the amended soil that would keep her plants healthy all surrounded her.

      Perhaps this was the thing she’d never noticed before. Being on her knees had more to do with life than it did sex. At every level there would be something new to discover. Whether on her knees to please her husband or on her knees to soothe her soul, there would be new experiences to savor if she remembered to take the time to do so.

      While a good routine had its place too, she had to remember to step free. Freedom awaited her in everything. Not just in restraint as her bangles declared, although he’d not been wrong about that either.

      “You slay me, Nina. In ways I never thought imaginable.” He lowered to her level until they were staring at each other. “I thought I knew love with you a long time ago, but this right here,” he leaned forward until their foreheads touch. “You simply slay me. There are no other words.”

      She reached up and cupped the sides of his face. “I don’t need the words to know. I feel it down to my soul. Right here. Right now. You saved me.”

      He gently shook his head. “You saved yourself. I’ve never met a braver woman in my life. I never will.”

      She laughed. “Maybe you will. One day. When we have a daughter.”

      His head shot up. “What? Are you—?” He looked down at her stomach.

      “No. I mean—No! I was just thinking—someday. When we’re ready.”

      “Oh.” He sounded a little deflated.

      Nina started laughing, eventually losing control until she had to grab her stomach it hurt so much. “I wish you could have seen your face. You looked like you were going to have a heart attack.”

      Gabe hooked his arm around her waist and pulled them to the ground, rolling at the last minute so when she fell she did so on him with an oomph.

      “You know, I was going to be nice to you tonight. Give you a break and let you off the hook.”

      “And now?” she teased.

      “Uh oh. I think we came up too early.”

      The voice of someone talking from behind her made Nina jump and scream. She scrambled to her feet and whirled in the direction of someone who was now laughing. Several someone’s actually.

      “What the hell?” Standing in front of her was her entire family. Well, not her mom, but that ship had sailed. She doubted they would ever talk again. But everyone else was there. Tucker and Maggie with little baby Ava in her arms, Levi with Tori and Hannah riding on his neck, and even Mason and Rebecca who stood there holding her stomach in a way that indicated she might be…

      “Saved by the family, babe,” Gabe whispered in her ear. “For now.”

      “We heard there was a big party happening up here. We thought we’d crash it,” Tucker said with a big shit eating grin spread across his face.

      Tears welled up in her eyes and threatened to spill. It had been weeks since she’d seen them and she’d missed them so much more than she’d thought she would. And honestly, that had been a lot.

      “Aww crap. She’s going to cry.”

      “Mason!” Rebecca poked him in his side. “Be nice.”

      “I’m not going to cry. I’ve got something in my eye.” Of course a total lie, but whatever.

      Fortunately, Tori moved in for a hug and her watery eye situation got dropped.

      “It’s so good to see you, babe.” Her friend said. “Everyone at the cafe says hello and they fucking miss you.”

      “Ooh, Mama said a swear word,” Hannah cried. “Aunt Nina, do you have a swear jar so she can put a dollar in it?”

      Tori rolled her eyes before turning back to her child. “Don’t go worrying about a swear jar right now. We’re on vacation, little one. But you’re right, Mama shouldn’t say those words around little ears.”

      While Tori and Hannah hashed out the cuss word situation, the rest of the family moved in for hugs and of course by the end of all that, whatever was in her eye had caused a full on watering of her cheeks.

      “What are you all doing here?”

      “We came for the party. Gabe said he wanted to surprise you.”

      “Surprise!” they all yelled.

      Unable to hold it in, Nina let loose with a full belly laugh before turning to Gabe. “A party?”

      “Yep,” he smiled. “Since we didn’t exactly have a traditional wedding, I thought the least we could do was have a reception. I just had to wait for the right time and this seemed it.” He leaned in. “Plus I know you’ve missed your family. This is my way of reminding you that living across the country from them doesn’t mean we’ll never see them.”

      Honestly, she didn’t know what to say. He’d rendered her speechless.

      “C’mon,” he said, tugging her by the hand. “You haven’t even seen the rest of your surprise.”

      “There’s more?”

      He lifted her hand and placed a soft kiss on her skin. “There is always going to be more, baby.” He waggled his eyebrows and she didn’t know whether to laugh or swoon. Only Gabe could make such a move and not look totally ridiculous doing it.

      They rounded the rooftop corner and she stopped walking the minute she spied what he referred to as “the rest.”

      The rest was an amazing outdoor space with a huge pergola style covered dining/kitchen area. A huge wood table sat in the middle that would easily accommodate her entire family and then some. There were also several other seating areas scattered around the space with shade sails over them to block out the sun and string after string of lights for a fun, festive atmosphere day or night.

      “Wow. This is incredible,” Tori said from behind her.

      She couldn’t have said it better.

      “Gabe.” Nina turned to him. “This is so much.”

      He shook his head. “I know how insane it might feel sometimes living in the middle of a frenetic tourist area and in a hotel to boot. You needed a place to escape and this was the only thing I could think of.”

      “A trip to a spa now and again would have been plenty.” She looked around again and this time noticed… “Is that a brick pizza oven?”

      Maggie shrieked. “It is! You can make us your famous pizzas again.”

      Nina laughed. She wasn’t so sure about famous, but she did love pizza and no one made them quite like she did.

      “Are those presents,” she asked, pointing at one of the smaller tables off the side.

      “Of course it is, silly. You can’t have a party about getting married without lots of presents. Mama also said there would be cake. That’s almost as good as pie,” Hannah quipped as she ran toward the table that not only had a cake, but cupcakes and jars of candy.

      She leaned into Gabe. “Just when I think I can’t love you any more than I do, you go and do this. Thank you. I absolutely love it.”

      “Save your thanks for later. I’ll be thinking about you dropping to your knees at sunset all night long. Which means the minute I get you alone there will be much fucking. So make sure you drink lots of water, babe.”

      Nina giggled. Not that she didn’t take him seriously. If her submission got her the attention he promised, then why would she ever not submit?

      “That sounds absolutely sinful, husband.”

      He reached down and pinched her ass until she jumped. “You can count on it. This is Sin City after all. And Sin is in.
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        Thank you so much for reading! 

      

        

      
        Are you ready for more sin in Sin City? SIN IS IN will begin a new standalone series this fall. Make sure you sign up for my newsletter to get notified when the preorder becomes available.

      

        

      
        BUT FIRST

      

        

      
        The WHAT ALEX WANTS Duet is brand new and available. (there is also a surprise link between the What Alex Wants duet, the Purgatory Masters series and the upcoming Sin Is In novel. But you have to read it to find out what it is!)

      

        

      
        Read more about WHAT ALEX WANTS HE GETS and WHAT ALEX WANTS HE TAKES  by tapping on the titles.

      

        

      
        If you haven’t read the entire Purgatory series, you might be wondering where you can find more about Tucker & Maggie, Levi & Tori, Mason & Rebecca and our two firebugs Zane & Ruby.

      

        

      
        Find them here:

      

        

      
        Tucker’s Fall (Book #1 - Tucker and Maggie)

      

        

      
        Levi’s Ultimatum (Book #2 - Levi and Tori)

      

        

      
        Mason’s Rule (Book #3 - Mason and Rebecca)

      

        

      
        Burn (Book #4 in the Purgatory Club standalone series - Zane and Ruby)

      

        

      
        If you enjoyed this book please take a moment to help other readers discover it by leaving a review on your favorite retailer.

      

        

      
        Just a few words and some stars really does help and I’d love to hear what you thought!

      

        

      
        Send me a note at eliza@emgayle.com, and I’ll thank you with a personal note.

      

        

      
        If you haven't read all of the books in my Purgatory Club series or the Purgatory Masters, you can find the full reading order and links at EMGAYLE.com

      

        

      
        Join Eliza’s VIP newsletter at emgayle.com/news and be the first to be notified of new releases, sales and contests.

         

        If you're on Facebook or Twitter, come by and say hello! I'd love to hear from you.
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