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Chapter One

	Jennifer

	Past

	I never thought I’d ever feel the sting of betrayal from my own sister, but I was wrong. The pain in my chest was unlike anything I’d ever experienced before. Not even the day my father stole my innocence compared to this.

	How could they?

	It didn’t seem possible. Fi would never do anything to intentionally hurt me. She loved me. She was my soulmate. My twin. And yet she’d kept it a secret. Kept her relationship with him from me. Not only that, but I was the very last person to know.

	My sister and my therapist.

	How did I not see it? How could I not have known? Doctor Andrews had been my support network. He’d been so kind and understanding and yet he was fucking my sister behind my back like it was nothing. I didn’t care how sorry they both were. Sorry was meaningless. They’d lied to me. A lie by omission but a lie all the same.

	When I ran out of Dante’s house, I had no idea where I was going. I couldn’t go to James’. He knew too. They’d kept it a secret from me. Liora had tried to stop me leaving, but I’d told her to leave me alone. My heart hurt and I needed someone familiar. Someone who understood the complicated intricacies of my family. Someone I absolutely hated. Being alone right now wouldn’t do me any good. It would only make matters worse. Of that, I was sure.

	I trudged down the steps to his basement flat, feeling completely idiotic with tears streaming down my face. Reaching up, I rang the doorbell and waited. I’d be lucky if he even answered after all the times I’d fought with him and called him a dickhead.

	The door opened and there stood my archnemesis with a frown etched on his annoyingly handsome face. Brent had always towered over me. His brown hair was mussed and hazel eyes roamed over me with concern, like he couldn’t believe me, of all people, happened to be standing on his doorstep. To be honest, I hardly knew why I was here myself. Just the thought of going back home after what I’d discovered was the last thing I wanted to do right then.

	Brent and I had hated each other from day one. He called me a spoilt brat and I thought he was all ego and no substance. We’d been at each other’s throats since I was fifteen and he’d come to work for Dante. Brent was sort of like another big brother to James and Fi. Brent and I, on the other hand, never learnt how to get along with each other. As I got older, I tried to be civil with him for everyone else’s sakes. Didn’t mean I liked him.

	“Jen?”

	He knew how to tell Fi and me apart. Apparently to him, the differences between us were blindingly obvious although he never explained how. We were identical in appearance. Only our personalities differed in my opinion.

	“Can I come in?” I choked out, unable to keep the emotion out of my voice.

	He looked me over once more and stepped back. I’d never been down here before, having not wanted to be anywhere near Brent’s personal space. Taking hesitant steps, I walked in and he shut the door behind me.

	No going back now.

	He led me into his living room and indicated the sofa with his hand.

	“Can I get you something to drink?”

	I shrugged, taking a seat on the edge of the sofa.

	“What’s wrong, Jen? Why are you here?”

	He didn’t sound irritated, just concerned. I never thought I’d hear Brent talk to me without annoyance in his voice.

	“They all lied to me.”

	“Who has?”

	“Fiona, Doctor Andrews… and my brothers knew too. I… I’m sorry, I shouldn’t be here. I didn’t want to be alone…” I stood up again, looking down at the floor. “I should go.”

	I started towards the door but was stopped by a hand on my arm. Raising my eyes, I found Brent staring at me with compassion in his gold flecked hazel eyes. How had I never noticed those flecks in his eyes before? What the hell was I thinking? This was Brent. He annoyed the shit out of me.

	“You don’t have to go. Come sit and tell me what happened.”

	I should’ve walked out the door and dealt with this myself. My feet didn’t move towards the hallway though. They carried me back over to the sofa. Brent took my coat from me and chucked it over an armchair before pressing me down on the sofa with a hand on my shoulder. He took a seat next to me. I eyed him warily, wondering why he was being nice to me.

	Brent wore a pair of shorts and a t-shirt. It must’ve been his night off. Probably why he’d not been in the main house when I’d arrived earlier. He spent a lot of time upstairs with Dante, Liora and the cats. Though now Liora was pregnant, she told me he made himself scarce more often than not what with her pregnancy hormones making her a little crazy sometimes.

	“I feel stupid,” I whispered.

	“Why?”

	“Why wouldn’t I? You and I have never shared a conversation which hasn’t ended up in name calling.”

	He smiled and shook his head.

	“Well how about we call a truce and you tell me what your sister did to upset you. Contrary to what you might think, I don’t enjoy seeing you cry.”

	I looked down at my hands, feeling the weight of Fi’s lies beginning to suffocate me. Would I feel better if I unburdened myself even if it was to Brent? There was only one way to find out. Taking a deep breath, I dived in. The whole sorry story of what just happened upstairs spilling out as tears streamed down my face unheeded. How my sister and my therapist had been seeing each other behind my back and kept the truth from me all this time.

	Brent, to his credit, didn’t interrupt me. He sat and listened intently. I hadn’t realised how much of a good listener he was until now. Honestly, I never imagined Brent Coleman to have any redeeming qualities about himself other than his unwavering loyalty to Dante and our family. Maybe it had been wrong of me to be so hard on him.

	“They said they’re in love, but it doesn’t excuse them lying to me. It doesn’t make what they did any better. We tell each other everything and she kept that she’d fallen in love from me. That hurts more than anything. I knew something was up. I felt it in my heart.” I put my hand to my chest. “Right here. No one else understands how that feels. To know what your twin is feeling without having to ask, but I didn’t know this. I didn’t know she was in love. My own twin lied and kept something that important from me. It just… hurts so much.”

	I looked down at my hands, hiccupping on a sob. Brent dropped a tissue into my lap. I picked it up and dabbed my eyes.

	“Thank you,” I whispered.

	“You’re welcome.”

	We sat in silence for a long moment, me sniffing as I tried to stop the waterworks.

	“You’re not going to run out and tell me how much you hate me if I tell you I knew about Fi and your therapist?”

	I shook my head and half smiled.

	“No,” I hiccupped. “You don’t owe me anything unlike the rest of my family.”

	“Jen…”

	I looked up at him. His eyes were cautious and his expression wary. Given the number of times I’d snapped at him, it hardly surprised me.

	“Do you need a hug?”

	I stiffened. The very thought of the person I hated giving me physical comfort sent a wave of dread running through me. I’d never willingly touched Brent like that before. It would be weird, wouldn’t it? I couldn’t deny I craved someone’s touch, just to ground me, to make me feel like I wasn’t breaking inside, but this was Brent. I internally shook myself for overthinking it. We’d called a truce and he was offering out of compassion. He wouldn’t use this against me or anything.

	“I guess I do,” I whispered, a fresh set of tears spilling down my cheeks.

	He shuffled closer and awkwardly put his arm around me. I sat stock still for a long moment, feeling utterly ridiculous. His body was so close to mine and I could feel his warmth. I wanted it. So I turned into him and pressed myself against his chest. He wrapped his other arm around me and mine curled around his back. I let out a long breath before a sob erupted from my lips.

	“How could she do this to me?”

	“You know she didn’t mean to hurt you.”

	Brent was right, of course, but it didn’t stop the pain coursing through my veins. The pain of knowing the people I loved and trusted had kept vital information from me.

	“I trusted him. He made me feel safe to tell him everything,” I sobbed. “To let go of my burdens. And then I find out he’s been with her. My twin. I feel like they stole each other from me. I need both of them and they betrayed me.”

	He stroked my back in a soothing motion.

	“You can’t control who you fall in love with,” he said, his voice low and full of regret.

	It made me wonder why he sounded like that. Who had Brent fallen in love with that he shouldn’t have? Why did I even want to know? I’d never wanted to know anything about this man before, so why start now? I told myself I didn’t care and whatever happened to him didn’t matter.

	Except it does matter. It matters a great deal.

	Shut the fuck up, brain!

	“I know,” I whispered.

	I didn’t blame Fi or Doctor Andrews for falling in love with each other. Fi was my sister so I could see why any man would be lucky to have her. She was strong, resolute and had always been there for me. But why did it have to be the one person I’d trusted with my burdens? Why did it have to be him?

	“It’s okay to be upset about it. They were all just trying to protect you.”

	Out of all of us, I swear they babied me the most rather than James. I might give my brothers shit, but when it came to keeping me safe, those boys and Fi were like mother hens.

	“I don’t need protecting.”

	“Oh trust me, I know you don’t.” Well, of course, he’d know that. I’d told him more than once I could handle myself. “Are you telling me you’d have been okay with it if Fi told you straight away?”

	I thought about it for a moment.

	“No… I suppose not.”

	I would’ve been mad and probably not continued therapy. Then I wouldn’t have been diagnosed and treated for PTSD. I would still be having nightmares at least twice a week and scaring the shit out of Fi every time I woke up screaming. I’d still live in fear that my brothers would be ripped away from me. In that respect, I was grateful Fi had kept the truth from me. Didn’t mean I had to be okay about her lying to me. Didn’t mean I had to be okay with their relationship because I wasn’t.

	“People do stupid shit out of love all the time. Life is messy. All you need to remember is your sister loves you, but she also wants to be happy. And I think you’ll agree she deserves that. You both do really.”

	Brent knew what happened to Fi and me. Dante told him so he’d understand the need to be cautious with us. When he’d first arrived, Fi and I had still been mute. He happened to be one of the first people I’d spoken to and it was only because he’d been annoying me. I’d told him to fuck off and leave us alone. I guess you could say we’d gotten off on the wrong foot and things hadn’t really changed since then.

	I pulled back slightly and looked up at him. His gold flecked hazel eyes didn’t betray his feelings at that moment.

	“Do you really think that?”

	“What? That you deserve to be happy? Yeah… I do.”

	“Even though you hate me.”

	His lips quirked up at the side. My eyes fell on them.

	“I might have thought you were a brat when you were a teenager, but I’ve never hated you.”

	I couldn’t stop staring at his mouth. I had no idea why. It was the first time I’d really spoken to him without thinly veiled animosity pulsing between us. Now, something entirely different seemed to be happening here.

	“Do you still think I’m a brat?”

	I think he noticed where my attention was because he shifted slightly, his arms tensing around me.

	“No.”

	“Then what do you think of me?”

	A loaded question if ever there was one. And I really had no idea why I’d asked it. I told myself over and over again I didn’t care what Brent thought about me.

	Liar, liar, pants on fire.

	“I think you’ve been through a lot of shit in your life and a lesser person would’ve crumbled, but you came out fighting. You’re a firestorm. Raging through the world and leaving ashes and dust in your wake.”

	I wasn’t quite sure if I should take that as a compliment or an insult.

	“I admire your tenacity even though you continuously call me a dickhead without any real reason.”

	“You admire something about me?”

	My attention shifted to his body next to mine. How well built he was. How his hold was gentle yet firm. And how I really, really couldn’t stop staring at his mouth. I’d always been irritated by how handsome Brent was since I didn’t like to think of him as anything other than an arrogant prick. Now, my heart raced and I was wondering what he’d do if I closed the distance between us.

	“That’s what you’re focusing on? Well okay, then yes, I do, but don’t let it go to your head.”

	“I won’t,” I whispered as I moved my hand from his back and rested it on his shoulder, my thumb brushing over the base of his neck.

	He seemed to take a long breath.

	“What are you doing?”

	“What do you mean?”

	He searched my face, eyes full of hesitation.

	“You hate me.”

	“I do.”

	Lie.

	I was pretty sure right at that moment I didn’t hate him at all. In fact, I felt things about Brent which made my palms sweaty and my insides coil in anticipation. His closeness affected me in ways I wasn’t prepared for. Ones which had my thoughts scattered and desperately clinging to a rational explanation for why my heart slammed against my ribcage and the prospect of having him much closer enticed me.

	“Why are you looking at me like that?”

	“Like what?”

	My eyes were still firmly focused on his lips like I was trying to brand them in my memory. I wondered what they’d feel like against mine.

	“Fuck, Jen,” he muttered before his hand was suddenly in my hair, tugging me closer.

	When his mouth landed on mine, I snapped out of my trance and froze. What the hell was happening right now? Was Brent actually kissing me? And why, why, why did it feel good and make my body thrum?

	He pulled away abruptly, his hazel eyes wide with confusion and alarm.

	“Shit, I’m sorry, I don’t know what just—”

	I didn’t let him finish that sentence. My body acted on instinct as it pressed against his and my lips sealed away his words. Holy shit I was kissing Brent. And I didn’t want to think about the hows or whys. I just wanted to feel and explore whatever seemed to be pulsing between us. Desire. Hate. I didn’t care. All I knew is he felt good.

	My hands wound their way into his hair, tugging at the strands. I pressed him back against the sofa, needing to have his solid body flush with mine.

	“Jen,” he whispered against my lips like it was almost a plea.

	I parted my mouth like an invitation and he dove in, his tongue curling with mine. He tasted faintly of mint and beer. Next thing I knew, I was straddling him and it was hands running over each other’s bodies, the overwhelming need to explore every inch driving us. As his fingers brushed over my stomach, I shuddered. I wanted his hands lower, touching the most intimate parts of me.

	That thought made me pull away, panting as I placed both hands on his chest to hold him back. His hazel eyes were dark with lust. I’d never seen him look at me like that. As if the only thing he wanted was to pin me down and ravage me. And boy did it make me want to let him.

	This is Brent! Brent for crying out loud! What the hell are you doing?

	I hated him. I hated this man. And yet I wanted him to tear my clothes off and fuck me without a care in the world for how wrong it was. I could feel how hard he was through our clothing where my crotch happened to be pressed right up against his. I fought against the urge to grind on him, the tension inside me threatening to overflow.

	“I’m only going to ask you this once,” he said, his voice low and gravelly. “Do you want to stop?”

	No. No. No.

	I opened my mouth and closed it again. I settled for shaking my head instead because telling him no, I didn’t want him to stop made it feel too real. That we were actually going to do this. We could stop now and neither of us would mention it again. I could write it off as a stupid mistake whilst I was feeling vulnerable and upset.

	“Say it, Jen. Tell me you don’t want to stop.”

	My hands fell from his chest in supplication. I didn’t want to say it out loud but I needed him to continue. My body felt taut, my insides a mess of tension and desire burnt through my veins. He didn’t move, just stared up at me with an intensity which threatened to consume me from the inside out.

	Was this a battle between us on who had the upper hand?

	Why the hell was I thinking about that?

	Did it even matter who had the upper hand? This wasn’t some kind of war between Brent and me. It never had been. That shit was all in my head. He’d told me he didn’t hate me. And I’d already admitted to myself I didn’t hate him.

	Just stop thinking and do.

	“Don’t stop.”

	 

	
Chapter Two

	Brent

	Past

	I tried to think of all the reasons why this was a bad idea. Why I shouldn’t have my best friend’s little sister in my lap right now. Why I shouldn’t want to lay her down on my bed, strip her bare and sink into her tight, wet heat. To say I hadn’t fantasised about how much of a firecracker Jen might be in bed would be a lie. Her sassy no-nonsense attitude and sharp tongue had me in knots. From the day I’d met the twins, I’d known I was royally screwed. There was no denying Jen and Fi were beautiful, but they’d been fifteen and me, twenty one. I’d known they’d been through a shit time of it and it made me want to make it better for them. Except Jen’s first words to me were ‘fuck off’, making it clear she wouldn’t tolerate anything from me.

	No matter how many times I told myself I didn’t have a thing for Dante’s sister, there was always a part of me pining after Jen like some lovesick puppy. I mean it was ridiculous. She couldn’t stand to be in the same room let alone be close to me. Her claws came out the second I tried to make nice with her. It only served to make me want to throttle and kiss her senseless at the same time.

	And now I had kissed her. Tasted that smart mouth I’d been dreaming about for longer than I cared to admit. I wanted more. To feel every part of her pressed against every part of me. Run my tongue over every single inch of her skin.

	Jen is D’s sister. I can’t do that to him. He will actually straight up kill me.

	Even the warning bells going off in my head weren’t enough to stop me picking her up and carrying her out of the room. Jen wrapped her legs around me, her arms looping around my shoulders to keep steady. I could feel the heat of her brushing against my cock. What would she feel like under her clothes? Would her skin be as soft as I’d imagined it? How responsive to my touch would she be? Would she cry out my name when I made her come on my tongue?

	Too many questions. Too much time spent fantasising and longing for a moment like this. Just one chance to know exactly what it felt like to be inside this maddening woman. The girl who’d stolen my fucking heart from the moment I laid eyes on her twelve years ago.

	Yes, she’d been fifteen and it was fucked up and wrong. I’d cared about her and her sister back then. Cared about their wellbeing. Wanted to help bring them back after their traumatic experience with Zach. I loved the twins, but my feelings for Jen weren’t brotherly or innocent in the way they were for her sister. They never had been.

	Every step I took towards my bedroom had me trying to shove aside thoughts of why the two of us shouldn’t sleep together. Particularly the part about Jen being emotional and vulnerable. She’d come to me, of all people, to help her and here I was planning on helping myself to her.

	She told you not to stop. She wants this.

	Jen’s blue eyes burnt with heat and longing leaving me conflicted. I wanted her for entirely selfish reasons. Shoving open my bedroom door, I placed her down on my bed before crawling over her. My mouth found hers again, tasting and nipping at her lips whilst my fingers were unbuttoning her blouse. Her fingers threaded in my hair, nails scraping across my scalp. Christ her touch intoxicated me. My self-control just got shot to pieces.

	Just once. I need to have her just once and it’ll be okay. I’ll survive this.

	I kissed down her jaw and neck, tugging open her blouse. My eyes roamed down her chest, my breath catching in my throat. The swell of her breasts pushed up by her dark red lacy bra and her milky white skin called to me. My fingers traced a path down her sides whilst my mouth trailed along her collarbone and lower, kissing the tops of her breasts.

	“Oh god,” she whimpered, the urgency in her voice spurring me on.

	I peeled down the cup of her bra, exposing her dusky pink nipple which I immediately lavished with my tongue. She moaned and bucked, her hands grasping my shoulders. I ached with the need to have her naked so I could sink my throbbing cock inside her.

	Jen really had no idea how long I’d wanted this. How much I craved her. How I’d tried to keep my feelings hidden from everyone, especially her. It was easy not to act on them when she hated me. She never failed to make me aware I was her least favourite person to be around. That part was torture. Knowing the woman I’d fallen in love with couldn’t stand the sight of me.

	I unbuttoned her figure-hugging trousers, tugging them down after she kicked off her heels. Honestly, seeing her in those did things to me. They elongated her legs, making her so fucking sexy it hurt. Jen didn’t wear skirts and dresses as much as Fi did, but she knew how to show off her subtle curves.

	Staring down at her in just her dark red lingerie, I couldn’t believe my eyes. Jen’s body was perfect. Too perfect. Her blue eyes were dark with desire. Her gaze penetrating.

	“Are you just going to stare at me or are you going to finish what you started?”

	Her voice startled me. The hint of challenge in it had my pulse spiking. Jen’s smart mouth would always be the death of me. The need to match her taunts burnt within me.

	“Take the rest of your clothes off and I might consider it.”

	Her brow furrowed a little and she waved a hand at me.

	“I think that’s a little unfair considering you’re still dressed.”

	I leant towards her until my mouth brushed against the curve of her ear. She shuddered when I ran my tongue along it. Her hands went to the bottom of my t-shirt, curling around the hem.

	“You want to see me undressed. Why, Jen, I thought you hated me,” I murmured, knowing it would rile her up.

	“Shut up,” she ground out.

	She had my t-shirt torn off me the next moment and her hands were running down my chest and abs. Her fingers curled into the waistband of my shorts and she gave them a sharp tug.

	“Someone’s impatient.”

	The look in her eyes made it clear she wasn’t impressed. She tugged me back down and kissed me violently. Her tongue clashed with mine, battling me for dominance. I took both her hands and pinned them above her head, preventing her from sharpening her claws on me. I pulled back and stared down at her. Her chest heaved and her lips were glistening.

	“This is only going to go one way. You’re going to stop fighting me if you want me to give you what you want.”

	“Oh, and what is it that you think I want?” she almost spat back.

	I kept one hand laced over her wrists as I circled her exposed nipple with my thumb. She whimpered in response.

	“You want me to fuck you and if you try to deny it, then I’ll quite happily dress you and send you on your way.”

	I was bluffing. No way I’d be stopping this madness. I would have Jen tonight. I’d have her pussy clenching around my cock because I couldn’t go another moment without knowing what she felt like.

	Her expression faltered, her eyes losing some of the fire burning within them. Vulnerability shone through instead. The sight of it made my heart ache.

	“I don’t want to be alone tonight,” she whispered.

	I leant closer until our noses brushed, my thumb continuing its exploration of her nipple.

	“Then tell me the truth.”

	“This is the only time you’re ever going to hear me say this.”

	I cocked an eyebrow, waiting patiently for her to continue. Her nose ran along mine. I inhaled, breathing in the Dior perfume she always wore. The scent making me ache with longing.

	“I want you.”

	I claimed her mouth. Hearing her say that had me letting go of her hands so I could cup her face. She clung to me the next moment, arching up and proving her words. Jen wanted me. And she’d have me. She’d had me all this time, she just didn’t know it and she wouldn’t. It was something I could never reveal to her considering I knew very well tonight was a onetime deal. It couldn’t be anything else. Not when she was Dante’s little sister.

	“Please,” she whimpered as I kissed down her neck, my fingers working to get rid of the rest of her clothes. “God, please, I can’t take it any longer.”

	I trailed my tongue down her stomach after I’d dropped her bra off the side of the bed. Hooking my fingers into her underwear, I tugged those down and settled between her legs. I kissed her inner thigh, staring up at her as I got closer to my prey. Her sweet, tight heat called to me, taunting me. I gave in, parting her with my fingers as my tongue delved into her pussy. Well shit, she tasted like nothing else. More than I ever imagined. I groaned, sinking my tongue into her. Her hips bucked, her body tensing and releasing around me.

	“Oh fuck,” she cried out, her hands curling into my hair.

	I shifted higher, tongue circling her clit and my hand keeping her pressed to the bed as she moved against me. Her panting and moaning got louder as I pleasured her in the way I’d imagined myself doing more times than I could count. Fantasy couldn’t match up to reality. The way my heart swelled and pounded in my chest. How she tasted like heaven and hell at the same time. Because really, let’s face it, I was going to hell for doing this. For having my tongue in my best friend’s sister’s pussy. The place I was soon going to have my cock.

	“Brent, please.”

	I didn’t think I’d hear her beg. Never thought I’d hear my fiery Jen ask for this. Ask for me.

	“You want me inside you?”

	“Yes, fuck yes.”

	I placed a kiss on her clit before shifting higher and tugging my boxers off. Her eyes immediately went to my cock. They darkened and there was no mistaking the need in them. As much as I’d love to feel her bare, I wasn’t taking any chances when it came to Jen. I sat up and reached out, tugging open the drawer of my bedside table.

	A low grunt of surprise fell from my mouth the moment her hand gripped me. Her thumb caught the bead of precum leaking out and circled the crown of my cock with it.

	“Jen,” I hissed.

	She didn’t stop her exploration of my cock. I tried to keep from ripping her hand away and slamming into her because I couldn’t take it. She circled my wrist with her other hand which was still on the drawer and pulled it back to her.

	“No,” she whispered. “I don’t want anything between us. I want to feel everything.”

	I couldn’t believe my ears. Was this the same Jen who called me a dickhead on a regular basis and told me I was the last man on earth she’d ever want to be near?

	“I can’t, you’re… Jen… No.”

	She blinked, staring at me with confusion.

	“Why not? I’m on the pill.”

	She let go of my cock and reached up, pulling me down towards her as if sensing my hesitation. It forced me to settle between her legs. My cock ached as it brushed against her.

	“I’m going to tell you something I’ve never told anyone.” Her blue eyes were intent on mine. “There’s only been one person who’s had me without protection and you know who that is. I’ve not been with anyone like this since I started therapy and dealing with it has been rough, but I’m getting there. There are still things I need to do to help put the past behind me.”

	My heart broke. Jen had never talked to me about what Zach did to her and Fi. Never. Now she was telling me something secret and I found my resolve weakening.

	“I trust you,” she whispered. “You know the truth. Please let me give you this willingly.”

	That was it. Her words broke me. How on earth could I say no to that? To her. When she was asking me to help her in a way I’d never expected. To let her do this with me because she felt safe. Jen trusted me. Me. The person she’d claimed to hate for years.

	Not many people knew the truth of what Zach had done to the twins. It wasn’t something anyone liked to discuss. Dante hadn’t immediately revealed who’d done it when I’d come to work for him, just that the twins had been through a traumatic experience. When he began to trust me, he opened up about the horrific nature of their upbringing. I suppose in many ways it cemented our friendship and my loyalty to the Bensons.

	I didn’t answer her, merely pressed her legs open further and ran my cock along her wet pussy, making her whimper. I could see the anticipation thrumming through her. Not wanting to delay the inevitable any longer. Not wanting to deny either of us this sweet, delicious ecstasy, I kissed her, allowing her to intoxicate me as I lined myself up against her entrance and pressed forward. Her hand dug into my shoulder as the other one tangled in my hair. Fuck me, she felt amazing. Nothing could prepare me for how tight and wet she was. And how her hips angled up as if asking me for more.

	Her moan vibrated across my lips followed by her whispered, “Fuck.”

	That made me smile. There was no doubt Jen loved swearing more than anyone else I knew. You could tell when she was in a room by the string of curses erupting from these pretty lips I was currently sampling. I released them and kissed down her jaw across to her ear. I set a slow and steady rhythm, pressing deeper inside her with each stroke.

	“Do you still hate me, Jen?” I whispered in her ear. “Do you hate that I made you wet for me? Made you desperate for my cock?”

	“Fuck you,” she moaned, her leg curling around mine, pinning me to her.

	“Answer me.”

	Her nails dug into my shoulder and scraped down my back.

	“Yes, I fucking hate you for all of those things, but if you dare stop, I will hurt you.”

	I chuckled. I knew I shouldn’t taunt her like this, but it was deeply ingrained. The need to rile her up and watch her explode. If that made me the dickhead she constantly called me then so be it. My firestorm was hot when she was all worked up.

	“So violent.”

	“You’re so fucking annoying.”

	There was the Jen I knew and loved.

	“And yet you still begged for my cock.”

	Her nails dug into me harder. Shit did that feel good.

	“If you don’t shut up, I’m going to find my knickers and gag you with them.”

	“Kinky.”

	In response, she bit down on my shoulder and I groaned.

	“Just shut up and fuck me harder.”

	Her wish was most definitely my command. I gripped one of her legs and shoved it up against her chest so I could fuck her deeper. She moaned when my pace increased, “Oh god, please.”

	I felt her coming undone as I pounded into her delicious heat. I’d been dreaming about this pussy for longer than I can remember. Needing to know if she would fit perfectly around me like this. Wondering how she would feel under my palms.

	Christ, Jen, I love you.

	The words were on the tip of my tongue. Words which would ruin this shaky truce between us. Words which would destroy any chance of her speaking to me again when this insanity ended. She couldn’t know. She could never discover the truth. My truth. My feelings for her. Ones which banded around my heart like a vice, stealing my breath and consigning me to an eternity of self-hatred for ever wanting my best friend’s sister. For needing her to see me. To want me back… to love me.

	Why was I so fucked up about her? Why couldn’t I get over Jen? Why had I suffered this shit for twelve long years?

	This right here. Having her perfect body against mine. Slamming into her tight, wet pussy over and over as she mewled, begged and pleaded with me not to stop. Knowing she needed this to happen so she could be free of her burdens.

	“Oh fuck, Brent, I’m going to come.”

	This moment would be branded into my retinas for the rest of my life. Watching her face scrunch up in ecstasy whilst her body trembled and clenched around me and she panted out my name.

	Jen permanently etched herself on my soul in those seconds we were locked together. The seconds she came apart all over my cock. The seconds where I could no longer hold back. The seconds which ticked by as the world faded to just me and her. The seconds my cock spurted inside her tight heat, sending me spiralling as technicolour spots flooded my vision and hot flames of bliss licked up my spine.

	The final seconds I experienced nothing but the stillness in the air and the sounds of our bodies moving together in perfect harmony. The last moments I didn’t feel regret or the inevitable guilt which would consume me in the aftermath of the violence of our mutual release.

	It was just Jen and me. Her and I. And nothing else.

	The long wind down from unadulterated bliss between us was like the ending of a hauntingly beautiful song. I rolled away on to my back and stared at the ceiling. Guilt and shame washed over me, drowning out everything else.

	I’d fucked Dante’s sister. Something I swore I’d never do. Not only that, I’d fucked her bare. Nothing between us because she asked it of me and I couldn’t deny her. No matter what I felt for Jen, it was a line I should never have crossed.

	I hadn’t been expecting her to curl up against my side, her head resting on my chest as her fingers landed right above my heart. She lay there with me whilst my breathing evened out and my pulse skittered in my chest at her closeness.

	“Are you going to kick me out?” she whispered.

	“No.”

	“Can I use your bathroom?”

	I held back a smile.

	“It’s across the hall.”

	Her warmth disappeared. Whilst she was gone, I cleaned myself up and shifted under the covers. My eyes closed as the weight of what just happened sunk into my bones. I heard her return. Felt her move around the room before she climbed into bed with me. The room went dark behind my eyelids.

	“Brent…?”

	“Hmm?”

	“Thank you for being here for me tonight.”

	She picked up my arm and curled it around her as she settled next to me.

	“You’re welcome.”

	I listened to her breathing turn even and steady and felt it when she relaxed against me. When I was sure she’d fallen asleep, I opened my eyes and looked at her. Her eyelashes fanned over her cheeks. Her face void of all worries and cares. She looked so peaceful and it made my heart ache and burn.

	“Jen,” I whispered. “I wish things were different. I wish I could tell you how long I’ve wanted this.”

	I brushed her hair out of her face, careful not to disturb her.

	“I wish I could tell you how much I love you. You’re the one, Jen. You always have been.”

	 

	
Chapter Three

	Jennifer

	Present

	Rubbing my face, I tried to concentrate on the issue one of the designers had brought to me about the latest collection, but I happened to be failing miserably. My mind kept drifting back to that night two and a half months ago. The night I’d done something stupid and had been paying for it ever since. No matter how many times I told myself to forget about it, I just couldn’t. The phantom touch of his skin against mine haunted me in my waking hours.

	I hated him for it. Hated him more than I’d ever hated him before. And I really hated Brent fucking Coleman.

	“Ugh, get out of my head,” I muttered, tapping away on the keyboard.

	If only I’d not gone to him the night I found out about Fi and Jensen. If only I’d gone home. Then I wouldn’t be in this mess. Wouldn’t be thinking about his stupid handsome face and his heated gold flecked hazel eyes searing into my skin. I wouldn’t remember how I’d woken up in the middle of the night to find myself draped over him nor how I’d run my hand down his chest and wrapped it around his cock. The way he’d jerked awake. How I’d stroked him until he was hard and straddled his hips so I could sink down on him. The way he’d held onto my hips and stared up at me whilst I rode him. Neither of us had said anything. Like we knew words would lead to questions neither of us had answers to. Instead, he’d sat up, pulling me against him as we found our mutual release in each other with hands, lips and tongues exploring the contours of each other’s bodies.

	Well that’s just fucking great. Now I’m turned on at work.

	Turned on by the one person I couldn’t stand but who I desperately wanted to feel inside me again. And trust me, I’d tried to forget about sex with Brent. I’d gone out on a few dates, but the thought of anyone else’s hands on me didn’t fill me with excitement. One guy had tried to kiss me and I backed away before he could. His hands around my waist made my skin crawl.

	So yeah, I was royally screwed and it was all stupid Brent’s fault. His fault for making me want him. His fault for having such a nice cock and hands which scorched my skin. His god damn fault for driving me fucking crazy with need.

	I’d avoided him since that night. It hadn’t exactly been difficult since I’d been busy, but I couldn’t keep avoiding him. Not when I’d asked Dante and Liora if I could move back in because I was so damn lonely without Fi. Yes, I was happy for her, but at the same time I missed her presence in the flat. It just felt hollow and empty.

	Dante’s face when I’d broached the subject was a mixture of confusion and concern. I guess when you’ve spent your whole life with one person and suddenly they’re not there any longer, it did strange things to you. Liora had been the one to say yes, especially with the baby coming as she’d appreciate the extra set of hands around the house.

	So I was moving back into my brother’s house and renting out the flat I owned jointly with Fi. That was okay apart from the fact that bloody Brent would be around. We’d barely spoken two words to each other since then. Perhaps clearing the air would help, although I couldn’t say it wouldn’t end up in us arguing… or fucking again. I slapped my hand over my face and groaned at the thought. Why the hell had sex now entered the equation between us?

	My office door opened. I looked up, eyes narrowing immediately when I saw who it was.

	“Jennifer Benson,” came the suave tones of Maximillian Graves.

	Can my day actually get any worse? What the hell is he doing here?

	I’d known Max since school. He’d been a dick back then and I was pretty sure he’d still be a dick now. Wearing a grey collarless shirt with no tie and slim-fit navy chinos with brogues and no socks, he strolled into my room as if he owned the place. His blonde hair was swept back with gel and his crystal blue eyes twinkled. All the girls had a crush on him at school except me and Fi. Neither of us had been impressed by his good looks nor by his supposed charm.

	“What are you doing here?”

	I knew it wasn’t particularly polite of me to ask that without saying hello, but he didn’t deserve anything less. He didn’t get to walk into my office unannounced. My words clearly didn’t faze him in the slightest because he took a seat in front of my desk, propping up one of his ankles on his knee.

	“Oh well, I had a meeting with your brother, thought I’d pop in and say hello. Reacquaint ourselves with each other and all that business.”

	His smirk irritated me no end. I had no interest in reacquainting myself with him since we’d never really been on speaking terms in the first place. God, why did I have to have such annoying men in my life? First Brent and now this prick. And why the hell was he having a meeting with Dante?

	“A meeting?”

	“Oh yes, we had a damn good chat.”

	I would be storming straight into Dante’s office and demanding answers the moment this dick got the hell out of my office.

	“What do you want with me?”

	He raised an eyebrow.

	“I see you’ve not lost any of that feistiness, Jennifer.”

	Stop fucking calling me that!

	“And you haven’t stopped being a prick.”

	He laughed, throwing his head back a little. Clearly, he thought I was joking. I wasn’t.

	“Have dinner with me tonight.”

	I ground my teeth. No way I was going out to dinner with him. Ever.

	“I’m terribly sorry.” Not. Not sorry at all. “I’ve got plans.”

	It wasn’t even a lie. Dante said he’d help me move my clothes out of the flat this evening. I’d already had some people in to redecorate the bedroom Fi and I used to share in his house. Unlike James, I wasn’t into DIY.

	“Tomorrow night then. I won’t take no for an answer.”

	I fought against the urge to roll my eyes. I couldn’t really be bothered to argue with him. I already had enough on my plate with constant thoughts of bloody Brent. If agreeing got him to leave, then so be it.

	“Fine. Give the details to my secretary.”

	Absolutely no way was I giving him my number or my address. Perhaps between now and then I could think of an excuse as to why I couldn’t go. Dinner with Max Graves sounded like a complete waste of my time.

	He graced me with another signature smirk before rising from the chair in front of my desk.

	“Until tomorrow then.”

	I didn’t dignify him with a response as he disappeared from my office without shutting the door. Rubbing my hand against my face again, I just wanted this day to be over.

	“Ugh, prick,” I muttered, rising from my desk and walking around it. It was high time I found out why the hell my brother had decided to entertain that cretin.

	I practically stormed out of the room and up the corridor, throwing open Dante’s door. He looked up from his desk, a deep frown etched into his features. I shut the door and strode over to him.

	“Give me one good reason why you had a meeting with that stuck up piece of shit.”

	He leant back in his chair

	“Who are you referring to?”

	I pointed at him.

	“Don’t you sit there and act like you have no idea who I’m talking about.”

	Dante had the sheer audacity to roll his eyes at me. Sometimes I wanted to throw my brother out a window. Why the hell had I decided it was a good idea to move back in with him? God knows how I’d deal with his constant prying into my life. It was a miracle he’d started leaving Fi alone now she had Jensen. Whilst my brother didn’t exactly approve of their relationship, he did know Jensen had Fi’s best interests at heart and would keep her safe.

	“If you’d calm down and take a seat.”

	Was he serious? I didn’t want to sit down. I wanted to know what he was playing at.

	“Why was Max here?”

	He sighed, running a hand through his hair which had grown out in the past few month. Dante usually kept it cropped close to his head. I assumed it’d slipped his mind with the baby on the way.

	“He has the contacts we need to expand our distribution further afield, break into the new markets we’ve been targeting. His investment would also help us.”

	Even if Max had those types of contacts, it didn’t matter. He was a creep and would likely try to screw us over. I didn’t trust him.

	“You’d seriously entertain going into business with that prick?”

	Dante scowled and gave me a look.

	“Max is well respected in the industry. Drop the attitude, Jen. You don’t have to like him, but you do have to work with him.”

	I stared at him for a long moment. He didn’t seem to be pulling my leg which meant he was serious about working with Max. And what did he mean I have to work with him?

	“Me?”

	“Yes, I want you to take care of this. You will be liaising with him and making sure everything runs smoothly.”

	I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Crossing my arms over my chest, I levelled him with a stare which would make a lesser man blanch. No such luck with Dante. I didn’t scare him. Some days I wish I did. It’d be easier to get my way if that was the case. I couldn’t wind my older brother around my little finger the way I sometimes managed to with James. He was too nice and affable to deny me or Fi many things. Dante just told me where to go if I annoyed him too much.

	“Excuse me?”

	“You heard me.”

	“Why me? I don’t even deal with distribution or clients. That’s James and Fi’s thing.”

	He shook his head.

	“I’m giving you this because it’s important. You know very well I’m taking a step back when the baby comes.”

	He’d discussed this with us a few times now. How he wanted the three of us to take more responsibilities on so the transition would be smooth. I had no idea how long he was planning to be away from work after Liora gave birth.

	“But I hate him, Dante.”

	“You’re basing your judgement off how he was in school. Besides, you say you hate a lot of people.”

	Was that a dig at me regarding my attitude towards Brent? Why the hell is he in my head again? This day was turning into the worst ever.

	“Because I do!”

	“This is business, Jen. Deal with it. I expect you to behave yourself and act like a professional.”

	I knew he was right. If this helped the company, then I’d have to do it. Didn’t mean I liked it. Max gave me the creeps. There was something off about him. He was too perfect. Too charming. Too well rehearsed. I didn’t trust anyone who was good on paper and had no discernible flaws in person.

	And maybe a small part of me is being a brat to Dante because I slept with his best friend.

	I told my brain to shove it. I couldn’t deal with shit like that. If Dante found out about it, I’m sure he’d be pissed as hell. Whether it would be directed at me or Brent, I had no idea. Probably both of us. It wasn’t like I’d gone to see Brent with the explicit purpose of getting naked with him. Hell, it had been the last thing on my mind that night. It just happened. And now I regretted every moment of it.

	But do you? Do you really regret how good it felt to be held by him, kissed by him, touched by him?

	Ugh, of course I regret it, how could I not?

	“Okay, fine. I’ll work with him, but I’m telling you right now, if he starts shit with me, I will fuck him up.”

	Guess this meant I would have to go to dinner with stupid Max Graves tomorrow. God, I really couldn’t take any more bad news today.

	Dante shook his head and rolled his eyes again.

	“Noted.”

	He knew very well I wasn’t kidding. Max better watch himself.

	I turned to leave but was stopped short of walking out by my brother’s voice.

	“Liora isn’t feeling very well so Brent’s going to help you move your stuff later.”

	I stiffened. The prospect of spending any time with Brent let alone being alone with him again in my flat filled me with nervous anticipation. Not what I needed. This really was the day from hell.

	“And he’s okay with that?”

	“Yes. I know you don’t like him but I need to stay at home with Liora.”

	I couldn’t exactly complain since Liora was pregnant and his wife so it’s not like I took precedent. Still, did it have to be Brent? And why had he said yes? Did he want to see me? He hadn’t seemed to want anything to do with me after that night. Though I suppose I hadn’t exactly given him a chance to talk to me or anything.

	To be quite honest, I was embarrassed. He’d seen me naked and been inside me. He’d had me begging for him. I never begged. Ever. I’d been wrong when I’d bet Fi he’d be bad in bed. He was good. So, so fucking good. It’s like he knew exactly how to play my body and I’d revelled in every moment of it. I’d wanted more, going so far as to have him a second time that night.

	That bloody fucking night. Why? Why did I have to go there? With him of all people! I let him fuck me bare for crying out loud. Twice. Not just that, but I’d asked for it. Asked him not to use a condom.

	What the hell is wrong with me?

	The thing is, I trusted him even though I hated him. Brent wasn’t like other guys. He’d been in my life for twelve years. He knew me. Had seen me break down on numerous occasions. Even though we gave each other shit, he never crossed a line with me. Until that night. Now the line was so far behind us, neither of us could see it any longer. And a huge part of me knew the reason he hadn’t spoken to me about it had everything to do with that line and me being Dante’s sister.

	“Is he going to meet me there?”

	“He is.”

	“Fine, but you owe me for all of this, Dante. Max and Brent.”

	I glanced at him over my shoulder and found him scowling.

	“What more do you want? You’re already going to be living in my house, rent free I might add.”

	I grinned and fluttered my eyelashes at him.

	“I’m your little sister, you’re supposed to look after me. Isn’t that what big brothers do?”

	His scowl deepened. I knew pushing his buttons wasn’t a wise idea. Dante had been on edge ever since he found out he was going to be a dad. He shouldn’t worry so much. Him and Liora were going to make great parents. And I for one couldn’t wait to meet my nephew.

	“If you don’t stop being a brat, then I might rethink my offer to let you stay at the house.”

	“You wouldn’t!”

	“Get out, Jen.”

	I blew him a kiss over my shoulder before walking out. He’d never go through with that threat. Regardless of what Dante said, he always took care of us. My overly protective older brother couldn’t help it. Family meant everything to him. Keeping us safe and happy had become his top priority since Dad went to prison.

	When I got back to my desk, I dropped my head onto it, groaning. I didn’t want to spend time with Brent tonight. Not when all I’d been able to think about today was how much I wanted a repeat of that night.

	Idiot. Stupid fucking idiot.

	I was not going to sleep with Brent again.

	No matter what happened, that was a bad idea and I was done making stupid mistakes. Therapy had taught me a lot. Not least of all that I had to take control of my life and stop allowing the past to ruin my future. So yeah, I’d gone back to seeing Jensen weekly. And yes, I no longer referred to him as Doctor Andrews unless I happened to be in session. I couldn’t stay mad at him and Fi forever. Finishing my treatment was more important.

	He didn’t know about Brent. I didn’t trust anyone with that piece of information. Not even Fi. I would tell her soon. When I’d worked out what the hell was even going on between Brent and me.

	I had to stop thinking about him and get on with some work. Shoving aside all of my concerns, I raised my head off my desk and turned back to my computer. This issue with the designer couldn’t wait. The situation with Brent, however, could. It could damn well wait until this evening when I saw him and I could talk to him about that night which changed everything between us forever.

	 

	
Chapter Four

	Brent

	To say I was apprehensive about being alone again with Jen was an understatement. I’d managed to stay well away from her for two and a half months. Yet now she’d be in the same house as me. Tempting me with her curves and sharp tongue. I wasn’t happy with Liora and Dante for agreeing to let her move back in. I understood why she didn’t like being alone in her flat since Fi had moved in with her boyfriend, but it was safer for me when she wasn’t around.

	I parked up and got out of the car, huffing out a breath as I walked towards Jen’s building. Getting roped into helping her move her stuff was not my idea of a fun evening. The only reason I’d agreed was because of how pale Liora had been looking all day. I knew she needed Dante.

	The doctor had been and gone, telling her everything was fine with the baby, but she needed to rest. I was pretty sure Dante was on the verge of telling her she had to quit work. He didn’t want anything happening to his wife or the baby. That conversation would not go down well with Liora no matter how much she knew he was right about her needing to take it easy. A pregnant Liora was a force to be reckoned with. Almost on a par with Jen and her sharp claws.

	I let myself in the front door with the keys Dante had given me and rode up in the lift. There was absolutely no way in hell I was entertaining a conversation about what happened between us that night she’d arrived crying on my doorstep. As far as I was concerned, it was a subject we should never broach. The implications and consequences weren’t worth discussing. It happened. That was it. It wouldn’t happen again. I might be in love with Jen, but the risk to my friendship with Dante was too great. He trusted me with his sisters and had done so for the past twelve years. If he had any inclination I thought of them as anything but part of my family, then he wouldn’t have allowed me near them.

	I mean that’s what the Bensons were to me. Family. I’d been with them long enough to become an important part of their little clan. Yes, I had my own family, but they were a pain in the arse. Especially my damn sister and her brood of kids from three different fathers. Honestly, I dreaded her phone calls. They always ended up with me running to fix her problems. Cam didn’t care I had a life outside of her. Thankfully Dante understood, but anyone else might think I was taking the piss.

	I unlocked Jen’s front door and walked in. I’d been in the twin’s flat a number of times over the years so I knew my way around. Searching through the rooms, I found Jen in her bedroom bent over a box.

	Well fuck.

	Her pert little arse was sticking up clad in skin tight jeans. My dick wasn’t listening to my head as I told him to settle down. It took a long moment for me to do anything but stare at her.

	I cleared my throat and she popped her head up, looking over at me from her shoulder. She straightened the next moment, twin spots of red appearing on her cheeks.

	“Oh, it’s you.”

	Her words dripped with distain. Something I’d always come to expect from her, but this time it stung far more than it should’ve. My heart fractured. Why the hell did I think I’d be okay with going back to the way things were before we’d had sex? I wasn’t. Not at all.

	The full force of the memory of the way she’d clung to me, begged me not to stop whilst I was deep inside her tight heat slammed into my chest. Locking down those thoughts and feelings took a considerable effort on my part, but I steeled myself against the tidal wave. Dwelling on it wouldn’t help anyone. This situation just plain sucked and it was my fault for letting it happen.

	“You knew I was coming to help you.”

	“Doesn’t mean I have to like it,” she muttered, turning away from me again.

	I fought against the urge to retaliate. Jen might still think she hated me, but I knew the truth. She liked what we did a great deal more than she’d ever willingly admit. If she hadn’t initiated the second time in the middle of the night, I might have completely written it off as a moment of madness. But no. I saw all of her emotions as she rode my cock. She knew exactly what she was doing and what it meant. Just because neither of us voiced it out loud, didn’t mean the implications weren’t there. Deep down, Jen’s feelings towards me had shifted irrevocably and there was no going back.

	“What do you need me to do?”

	Concentrating on why I came here was easier than dealing with the tension between us. The ever present animosity, but this time it was laced with a heady mix of potent sexual desire.

	“There’s some boxes in the hall you can take down to the car.”

	“Shouldn’t we pack everything up and then take those down together? It’d be quicker that way.”

	Her whole body went tense at the suggestion. Yes, spending time in the same room might possibly be a hellish experience, but I wanted this done quickly. The less time we were in each other’s company, the better.

	“Fine. As long as you’re careful, you can pack my dresses.”

	She pointed at the wardrobe. I did as she asked, walking over to it, pulling them out and very carefully folding them into the empty box she’d left next to it. They’d only be in there for a short period of time so I hoped they wouldn’t get too creased. Jen wouldn’t like that.

	We worked together to get all of her clothes packed up with Jen directing me. That was the only time we said anything to each other. By the time we were done, I was about ready to get as far away from her as possible. The need to touch her was growing unbearable. She kept looking at me under her lashes as if she couldn’t stop herself. The tension between us had well and truly reached boiling point.

	“Do you want a drink or something?” she asked, fidgeting with the silver ring on her finger.

	“Sure.”

	She disappeared into the kitchen and I sat down on the edge of her bed. Perhaps I should’ve moved into the living room because she faltered on her steps when she arrived back with two beers in her hands. Shaking herself, she walked over and handed one to me. I took it but didn’t raise it to my mouth.

	“We need to talk.”

	“Do we?”

	She gave me a hard stare.

	“Yes. We’re going to be living under the same roof and this,” she waved between us, “is clearly not going to work.”

	I cocked my head to the side.

	“What do you mean?”

	She let out a frustrated huff.

	“Don’t play fucking stupid right now, Brent. I’m not in the mood. I’ve had a shit day and quite frankly having to spend the past hour with you hasn’t done me any favours.”

	This is exactly the type of conversation I wanted to avoid. Her expression made it very clear she wasn’t going to drop this subject until we talked about it.

	“What do you want me to say? It happened. It was a mistake. End of story.”

	Her blue eyes widened momentarily before they blazed.

	“Sticking your cock in me was a mistake, was it?”

	I really fucking hated it when she gave me attitude like this. As if I was the only one to blame for a situation both of us had caused. I stood up and stared her down.

	“Yes. You’re my best friend’s sister. It can’t be anything but a mistake.”

	“Don’t bring Dante into this. What happened has nothing to do with him. This is between you and me.”

	I flinched before steeling myself again. I couldn’t allow Jen to see how much she affected me with her words. It might not have anything to do with Dante, but the consequences if he found out wouldn’t be pretty for either of us.

	“Are you saying it wasn’t a mistake?”

	She opened her mouth and shut it again. Her expression faltered. I had absolutely no idea what that meant. Surely she considered it a complete fuck up on both of our parts to have slept together. Didn’t she? Her feelings towards me might have altered but that didn’t change the glaring obvious fact we’d crossed a line we shouldn’t have.

	“Jen?”

	She searched my face as if she was trying to work out how the hell I really felt about all of this. Or perhaps she was just stalling.

	“Didn’t you enjoy it?” Her voice came out all quiet and hesitant.

	“What?”

	“Sleeping with me, did you enjoy it?”

	Why on earth would she even ask that? Of course I fucking well enjoyed it. It was the best moment of my life. Being inside her was better than I could’ve ever imagined. Kissing her, feeling her body and having her come all over me was fucking magical.

	“Why does that matter?”

	“It just does.”

	Her eyes told me the reason. The vulnerability in them ripped me a new one.

	“Yes, sex with you was great, is that what you want to hear?”

	She shook her head a little as if she knew I was deflecting.

	“Only if it’s the truth.”

	Her fingers fiddled with the label on her beer bottle but she kept her eyes trained on me. Sighing, I took the bottle from her hand and placed both of them on a dresser a few feet away from us. I didn’t turn back to look at her again.

	“The truth… The truth is I liked it far more than I should’ve. You might have been avoiding me but I’ve been avoiding you too because the thought of it is maddening. Being near you is fucking maddening. You are the most infuriating woman I’ve ever met. It doesn’t stop me wanting you naked beneath me again. But that’s not going to happen and you know exactly why. You might not want to bring your brother into this, but the fact is D is my best friend and you’re his little sister. It was a mistake, Jen, and one I won’t make again.”

	I hoped that would appease her because I couldn’t take her questioning gaze. A full minute ticked by before I felt her behind me. Her hands rested on my back followed by her face pressing between my shoulder blades. I let out a shuddering breath. My skin pricked at the contact.

	“I can’t forget it happened,” she whispered. “I can’t go back.”

	What did that mean? I’d made myself clear. Whatever happened that night was not happening again. Why did the one time we should be shouting at each other instead have her speaking to me in those soft tones which had my heart weakening for her?

	“What are you saying?”

	Her hands drifted from my back around to my front and she held me.

	“Nothing. You’re right. It was a mistake.”

	The lie trickled off her tongue, making me very aware Jen didn’t see it as a mistake.

	“I don’t believe you.”

	Her arms around me tightened. Calling her out on her bullshit wasn’t a good idea. I needed to shut my mouth before I made this worse.

	“I don’t believe you either.”

	Well shit.

	I turned around in her arms. Her blue eyes were soft and open. Her emotions pouring out of them. Emotions which gut me. All I wanted to do was comfort her. Make her understand that whilst I wanted her desperately, I couldn’t have her. She didn’t want me for anything more than sex anyway. At least, I didn’t think she did. Jen would always see me as her older brother’s annoying friend. And I would always love her when I shouldn’t.

	“Damn it, Jen,” I muttered, capturing her face in my hand so I could stroke her cheek with my thumb.

	“I still hate you,” she whispered.

	“I know.”

	Her resorting to that statement made my chest cave in all over again. If only she knew how much it hurt every time she said it.

	“I hate that I’m going to let you kiss me right now.”

	I leant towards her. The inevitability of it struck me hard. Who was I kidding? I needed to kiss her. Needed to lay her out on her bed and fuck her senseless. The urge pulsed in my veins, taunting me with its potency.

	“I know.”

	“It wasn’t a mistake.”

	“I know.”

	My lips met hers. She sighed into my mouth. The softness only lasted a moment before my hands banded around her back and I pulled her tight against me, devouring her mouth like I was starving for her. Her fingers dug into my scalp, nails scratching my skin. It only made the need worse.

	Fuck did I want her.

	Fuck did I love her.

	I backed her up against the wall, pinning her there with my body as I took my fill of her sweet, delicious mouth. My hands ran over her sides, one coming up to cup her breast. I ground my cock into her stomach. God I wanted to fuck her so badly. Wanted to feel her pussy clenching around me all over again. I hadn’t been with anyone for a long time before that night with her and I certainly hadn’t touched a woman since. It seemed wrong to taint my memory of Jen with another. Truth be told, I didn’t want anyone but her.

	“Brent, please,” she whimpered against my lips.

	My fingers went to her jeans, unbuttoning them and tugging the zip down. Slipping my hand inside her clothes, my fingers met her wet pussy and I groaned. I slid two fingers inside her. She pulsed around me, bucking as I started to fuck her with them. One of her hands fisted in my t-shirt. The other ran down my front until it met my cock, stroking down the length of it.

	“Not enough. I want this.”

	I rested my forehead against hers.

	“No.”

	Having sex with her again would fucking kill me.

	“Yes. You want me and I want you.”

	Hating she was right. Hating myself for getting in this position again, I pulled my fingers from her and peeled down her jeans, taking her underwear with them. My hands went to my jeans next, tugging them open and pulling out my cock from my boxers. I picked her up, shoving her back against the wall and lined myself up. Her heat scorched the tip of my cock. It didn’t even occur to me to use a condom. Not when I’d already fucked her bare the first time.

	Gripping her hip, I slowly impaled her on my cock inch by inch. I grunted, her tight heat encasing me and driving me fucking wild. Fuck I’d missed this so much. Missed the way she felt. Missed every damn thing about Jen.

	“Fuck,” she groaned, wrapping her legs around my waist as her fist pounded against the wall. “You feel so good. Why do you feel so fucking good?”

	I didn’t even have it in me to wind her up about it. All I could think was how much I wanted to stay buried inside her pussy like this. My cock burnt with the need to slam into her over and over. My hand these past two and a half months hadn’t been enough. Not when I remembered how it felt to be with Jen.

	So that’s exactly what I did. Ignoring all the shit in my head whirling around and around about how fucked up I was for sleeping with her yet again, I thrust into her deep and hard, listening to her moan and gasp. I buried my face in her neck, breathing in her Dior perfume. It only made my need for her worse.

	“Tell me the truth,” she whispered. “Tell me how this feels.”

	“Fucking you?” I ground out.

	“Yes.”

	“Your pussy is so damn hot and tight. I need to be in you even if you make me so fucking mad, Jen. You really do. I hate how you rile me up, but fuck do I need you like this.”

	Those words were damning but I couldn’t care less. Perhaps if we stopped lying to each other she’d stop hating me so much. Isn’t that what I wanted? For Jen not to hate me. For her to just see me for who I was.

	There were no more words as I continued to fuck her, keeping her trapped between me and the wall. The only sounds were our pants and our bodies moving against each other. I promised myself I’d never let this happen again. And here I was breaking that because I couldn’t stop myself from wanting Jen. From needing her. From fucking her.

	You’re a fucked up bastard.

	“Jen,” I practically pleaded as flames licked up my spine and the need to come burnt in my veins.

	She was clutching me so hard, her hands fisted in my hair. Her body trembling and shuddering until she hit that peak and she shattered. My name left her lips along with a string of curses. One last pump upwards had me coming apart too. Bliss radiated across my skin, taunting me with pure and unadulterated ecstasy.

	How could I ever go back?

	How could I ever want anyone else?

	The sad and crushing truth was I couldn’t.

	When I let her go after we both stopped panting, she didn’t look at me. Instead, she picked up her jeans from the floor and walked out of the room. I heard the bathroom door close a minute later.

	What the fuck just happened?

	I didn’t exactly have time to process it. Tucking myself back away and zipping up my jeans, I grabbed the beer she’d brought me and practically chugged it. It took the edge off how messed up I felt over the whole thing.

	When Jen reappeared, she was dressed and her expression bore no signs of her feelings.

	“Should we take stuff down to the car then?”

	I could only stare at her. She pushed us into talking about what happened. We fucked each other. Now she was acting like it didn’t just occur.

	“Jen…”

	“You made it very clear we shouldn’t have done that and I agree with you. Now can we just do what we came here to… please.”

	Knowing when she got like this it was utterly futile to push her, I nodded.

	By the time we’d packed the car up and I’d driven us home, it was almost ten. Dante met us at the door and helped bring everything in. Jen barely said two words to either of us other than ‘thank you’ before kicking us out so she could go to sleep.

	“She didn’t give you hell, did she?” he asked as we stood outside her door.

	“No.” Yes. “How’s Liora?”

	“She’s sleeping. I don’t know if she’ll be up to doing anything this week. She could barely keep her eyes open long enough to have dinner.”

	I felt bad for her. Clearly she needed to take a step back for her own sake, but Liora was nothing if not stubborn.

	“She’ll be okay if she rests.”

	“I need to be home for her.”

	I patted him on the shoulder. Dante was far too over protective of his wife, but I didn’t blame him. He’d fallen hard for Liora or should I say, his heart. I suppose in many ways Liora had become his conscience so his term of endearment was rather apt.

	Two streaks of fur ran up from the ground floor and scrambled up the next flight of stairs.

	“For fuck’s sake, those damn cats,” he muttered.

	“I told you not to let her get them.”

	He rolled his eyes and walked towards the stairs where they’d disappeared to.

	“No doubt I’ll find them on our bed.”

	I smiled and shook my head. When Dante was out of sight, I looked at Jen’s door. Part of me wanted to go in there and demand she let me stay with her tonight. I wanted her there next to me. But that was stupid so I walked away, my heart sinking with each step.

	Another royal fuck up.

	Another night I’d crossed a line.

	Another reason I needed to sort my head out.

	This shit between me and Jen needed to end.

	It should’ve never even started in the first place.

	 

	
Chapter Five

	Jennifer

	After last night’s debacle, I really didn’t want to have dinner with Max tonight. I had no choice in the matter. Dante needed me to do this for the good of the company, so I put my big girl panties on, got dressed up to the nines and ventured out.

	Did it piss me off that Brent was lurking around when I left?

	Fuck yes it did. I saw the way his eyes roamed over me, confusion and desire lacing those golden flecked irises. His gaze burnt into me and left me feeling hot and very, very bothered. I hated him having that kind of effect on me. He didn’t have to touch me to get me wet and that was unacceptable.

	Fuck him.

	Fuck his stupid handsome face.

	And fuck everything that was going on between us.

	He didn’t get to know where I was going. In fact, if he thought I was out on a date, all the bloody better. Maybe he’d get jealous.

	Why the fuck do you want him to be jealous?

	I did not care about Brent.

	I did not care if he got jealous.

	I did not care about his feelings.

	He’d made those very clear. I was Dante’s sister and that made me off limits. If I was so bloody off limits, he shouldn’t have had sex with me in the first place.

	I hate him. I hate how he’s confused me. I hate it all.

	Needing to get Brent off my brain, I strode into the restaurant. When I told the hostess who I was, she led me to a table by the window. Max was already there. He had that annoying smirk on his face when he stood up and came around to pull my chair out. Wearing a blue shirt which matched his eyes and chinos along with his signature brogues and no socks, he looked like he’d walked off a film set.

	“Evening Jennifer,” he said as he kissed my cheek before I sat down, letting him tuck my chair in for me.

	I wasn’t going to complain about his manners even though I disliked the prick. I waited until he seated himself before answering, eying him warily.

	“Let me get one thing clear before you get any ideas. This is business not a date.”

	He put his hands up momentarily, his blue eyes twinkling. It just served to annoy me. Everything about Max was irritating to be quite honest. He might be classically handsome, but he was not my type. I hated perfect guys with their perfect hair and perfect smiles. Also, he had a posh twat accent and that was unforgivable in my book.

	No, you just like guys with gold flecked eyes who make you wet with one single heated glance.

	Ugh, why? Brain, please shut the hell up!

	I did not like Brent, I merely liked the way he fucked. And the way he kissed. And his body. And how I felt safe with him.

	And now this is getting out of hand.

	“I didn’t expect anything else.”

	“Good.”

	I picked up the menu when he didn’t say anything further. At least he’d chosen a nice restaurant. I’d heard good things about this place. When the waitress came, I ordered a large gin and tonic to go along with the expensive bottle of wine he ordered. Starters and mains were duly chosen. I sat back, observing the other diners when she left.

	“How have you been since school?” he asked.

	“Fine.”

	If he thought I wanted to make small talk with him, he was mistaken.

	“And Fiona, how is she?”

	“Fine.”

	I looked over at him, raising an eyebrow as if to say ‘are you going to continue to ask me inane questions or are you going to get to the point?’

	“You don’t like to make things easy, do you, Jennifer?”

	“Whatever gave you that idea, Maximillian?”

	He flashed me a grin and shook his head. He could bet his rich prick arse I wasn’t going to make anything easy for him. To be honest, Max had come along at the worst possible time. I’d just about gotten back on track with my sister after the shit with Jensen and now I was dealing with whatever the hell me and Brent were to each other.

	“Oh, just a little inkling I have about you.”

	I was glad the waitress came back over to deposit our drinks so I had a distraction from his gaze. Something really didn’t feel right about this situation. I mean, Max and I hadn’t exactly gotten along at school and the timing of this seemed strange. Why would he waltz in when Dante was close to going on extended leave?

	Max didn’t seem inclined to tell me the real reason he’d invited me to dinner just yet. He tried to further engage me in conversation as we ate starters and mains. I humoured him for the sake of being polite, but I was ready to get the hell out of this place by the time the waitress cleared our plates.

	“Would you like dessert?” he asked me as he ran his eyes over the menu.

	I didn’t even look at it. I’d already decided it was high time we got this over with.

	“No thank you.”

	He put the menu down and levelled his gaze on me.

	“It has been nice catching up, hasn’t it?”

	“Oh yeah, it’s been just peachy.” Not. I’d rather throw myself into a tank of crocodiles than spend another minute here with you.

	I think he noticed my sarcasm because he raised an eyebrow and had this stupid twinkle in his eye, like he was about to drop a bomb on me. I steeled myself.

	“I’m very eager to go into business with Bensons, but with all things in life there has to be a little of I scratch your back, you scratch mine, if you know what I mean.”

	I fought to keep a neutral expression on my face, not liking where he was going with this.

	“Get to the point, Max.”

	Beating around the bush wouldn’t do him any favours with me. Not in business anyway.

	“It’s quite simple really, Jennifer.” He steepled his hands together, watching me with a smirk on his face. “My family is pressurising me to find an appropriate woman. You meet that criteria. Of course, I’m not interested in a real relationship, just one purely for the media circus and to appease them. It’d be good publicity for you and the company.”

	I blinked. Was he for real? I wasn’t going to engage in a fake relationship with this prick for anything. I didn’t care if it cost us the contacts and investment he’d bring. If he thought I was going to be a pawn in his master plan, he had another thing coming.

	“What on earth makes you think I’d ever agree to that?”

	He leant back in his chair, eyes still twinkling.

	“I thought you’d ask that. You see, I like to know who I’m working with and your family has rather a lot of skeletons hidden away.”

	My fists clenched in my lap. There were a lot of details about what Dad did which never made headlines because there wasn’t a trial. Most of it was sensationalised as was the way with the media and focused on my mother’s murder.

	“You wouldn’t want any of it coming to light. Your image has been precarious since your father went to prison.”

	If he wanted to get a rise out of me, he was going the right way about it. However, I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction. I stared at him, wondering what the hell he knew which he shouldn’t.

	“I suppose you want to know what I have on you, right?”

	The urge to punch his stupid face pounded in my veins. I was right to think there was something off about him. This right here was blackmail.

	He leant forward and ran his finger around the rim of his wine glass.

	“Let’s just say I know all about how your brother acquired his wife.”

	I stiffened. I knew what lengths Dante went to. We all did. How Max knew was a question I’d like answering.

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said, my voice void of all emotion.

	Yeah, I could be a real bitch when I wanted to. I could rant and rave, but shit like this? You had to keep a cool head.

	“Come now, Jennifer. We both know that’s a lie. You wouldn’t want it to come to light that your sister in law was payment for a blood debt now, would you?”

	No. That would ruin us completely. It’d been hard enough restoring our reputation after Dad went to prison. We had public sympathy on our side then. If it came out that Dante had gone along with Dad’s blood debt shit, there’d be hell to pay.

	“So what? It would be your word against ours.”

	He tugged out his phone from his pocket, fiddled with it for a moment before sliding it across the table towards me. I looked down at it. The image on screen made me feel sick. It was a document detailing Angus Stewart’s agreement with my father along with both their signatures. Did Dante know this existed?

	“How do you have this?”

	“A man never reveals his sources.”

	I slid his phone back to him. There would be no point deleting the picture. He’d have copies.

	“Why are you doing this?”

	“I told you, I have need of you. This stays between us. If you tell your family, I will release everything I have. Bensons will go down in flames. It’s your choice, Jennifer. Act like my girlfriend or ruin your family for good. If you agree, I will help you take Bensons to the next level. Consider it a win-win situation.”

	This was not bloody win-win at all. He was fucking well blackmailing me. I didn’t trust Max, but I knew he would release everything if I didn’t agree. I couldn’t afford to allow my family to fall into ruination. Especially not with Dante and Liora’s baby on the way.

	There wasn’t anything for me to think about. I had to sacrifice myself for the good of my family. I’d never been the self-sacrificing type. That was always Dante and Fi. And yet the thought of my family and the company being destroyed by our secrets coming to light made me feel nauseated.

	“So I just have to pretend to be your girlfriend. Nothing else.”

	He picked up his phone and tucked it back in his pocket.

	“That’s all I ask.”

	I didn’t believe him, but for the good of Bensons and my family, I had little choice but to agree. They were the most important people in my life even if they did my head in.

	“Fine.”

	“So we’re agreed?”

	“Yes, I’ll be your fake girlfriend, but it won’t be indefinitely. We clear?”

	“Crystal.”

	I pushed my chair back and stood up, placing my napkin on the table.

	“Good, because I don’t have anything else to say to you.”

	He nodded slowly.

	“I’ll be in touch. We can fully discuss the terms over the coming weeks.”

	I didn’t reply to him. I just walked away, my heart sinking with every step. Had I made the right decision? How could it be anything but the right choice. Allowing Dante’s secret to come to light wasn’t an option.

	Dante owes me. Big fucking time.

	Except I couldn’t even tell him. No one in my family could know. This was fucked up. So bloody fucked up.

	All the way home, I felt like throwing up my dinner. I took the tube, wanting to get lost in amongst the crowds because being alone with my thoughts had me in knots. Who was I kidding? I was alone in this no matter what.

	How had Max found out? Who gave him that document? Did he have a grudge against my family or was he just an opportunist?

	Questions whirled around in my head until it was pounding so hard, I could barely walk up the road to the house. Letting myself in, I found it was quiet and still. Dante and Liora were likely upstairs. Just knowing I wasn’t alone soothed me a little.

	I wandered into the kitchen and poured myself a glass of water, knocking it back before refilling the glass. When I turned, he was standing in the doorway watching me. Brent had a cautious expression on his face. I didn’t feel like arguing or talking. What happened with Max weighed heavily on me. All I wanted was to curl up in bed and allow misery to set in. Because that’s how I felt. Upset. I was being blackmailed. How could I feel anything else? Yes, I was angry, but he’d found a way to hit me the hardest by going after my family.

	Popping the glass on the counter, I walked towards him slowly. His eyes tracked my movements until I stood before him. I didn’t look up, I stepped closer, wrapped my arms around his back and lay my head against his chest. His solid body against mine made my heart hammer. His warmth seeped into me. Soothing the deep seated ache which had set in my soul a fraction.

	“Jen?”

	“Don’t talk,” I whispered.

	I just wanted a moment of quiet. If he could afford me this small meagre portion of comfort, I could survive the night.

	“Where were you tonight?”

	“I said don’t talk.”

	He let out a long sigh and curled his arms around me. It felt so good to be held even if it was by Brent of all people. It’s not like I could tell him what happened. What would that achieve? He’d only want to go tell Dante and it would mean ruin for all of us. I had to assume Max knew more than what he’d told me. Our family was seeped in secrets, lies, debts and abuse.

	“I feel so alone,” I murmured, the words spilling out without me really thinking about them.

	“Because Fi’s got Jensen now?”

	Well, there was that. I missed Fi more than I could put into words. I had to get used to her being gone, but that wasn’t creating the pit of loneliness inside my stomach.

	“Yes and no.” I tipped my head back and looked up at him. “Why are you being nice to me?”

	He frowned, a small furrow appearing between his brows. I wanted to smooth it away.

	“You hugged me.”

	“And I’m pretty sure you were waiting to see if I came home or not.”

	That had him looking a little contrite.

	“I’m merely looking out for you since your brother asked me to.”

	I rolled my eyes. Why wasn’t I surprised?

	“Dante just has to stick his oar in, doesn’t he? I’m twenty seven years old. I stopped being a child a long time ago. I don’t need him to take care of me, or you for that matter.”

	“You’ll always be his little sister.”

	A fact I didn’t need reminding of. It was because of me being Dante’s little sister that this shit between Brent and I was so messed up.

	“Yeah well, just because I’m the only one who isn’t all loved up and shit, doesn’t mean he gets to play overprotective brother act all day. He’s got Liora and the baby to worry about.”

	I could see Brent holding back a smile.

	“He delegated.”

	“Do you really have to do what he says? I mean, you know I don’t need protecting.”

	Except I do what with Max and his blackmail crap.

	He shrugged. We were still in each other’s arms and I was beginning to get a stirring in my stomach from being in close contact with him. I didn’t want to step back, but I did. Just a little to put some space between us.

	“Yes. Do you think I want to deal with his drama queen act if he finds out I haven’t been doing as he asked?”

	I rolled my eyes again, trying not to laugh at Brent calling my brother a drama queen.

	“Fine, just don’t be all overbearing and in my face about it, got it?”

	He smiled. I ignored how it made my heart race. And how his whole face lit up. And how I wanted to kiss him right then.

	Ugh! What the actual fuck? I’m not kissing him again. We’re not going to sleep together again. End of story.

	“Got it.”

	“Will you do me a favour?”

	He raised an eyebrow.

	“What kind of favour?”

	I stepped back further and he let his arms fall. Nudging my toe against the kitchen tiles, I fixed my gaze on the ground.

	“Will you come upstairs with me and stay until I fall asleep?”

	I didn’t want to see his expression, worried he’d say no. This wasn’t asking for sex. I didn’t think I’d be able to go to sleep if I wasn’t distracted from my thoughts about Max and his threats.

	“What happened tonight?”

	“I don’t want to talk about it.”

	“Do you want to watch a film or play on the Switch or something?”

	I looked up then. He didn’t look put out, just curious.

	“You’d let me play your precious video games?”

	That had him rolling his eyes.

	“Yeah, doubt you could beat me.”

	I smirked.

	“Oh, it’s on.”

	Grabbing my glass of water off the counter, I walked by him into the hallway and up towards the stairs.

	“Coming?” I threw over my shoulder.

	I heard his footsteps behind me. We could play nice for once. Although I was pretty sure I’d get super competitive and give him shit, but what better way to distract myself from all the crap whirling around in my head.

	 

	
Chapter Six

	Brent

	There was something up with Jen. I didn’t know what it was, but it couldn’t be anything good. For the past week she’d been working late only to come home and not want to be by herself. With Liora not feeling herself, Dante hadn’t noticed Jen and I spending countless hours in the living room either watching TV or trying to beat each other at Mario Kart.

	Tonight the entire Benson clan had descended on the house. A yearly tradition to celebrate their mother’s life on the day she’d been taken from them. A number of things had changed since last year. We were about to welcome a new member into the family, James and Fi had partners and Jen was living at home again. At least Dante’s was considered their family home what with their hated memories about Zach’s house where they’d grown up.

	With Liora not feeling up to preparing a huge meal for everyone, it’d been left to me to order in. I’d just finished sorting everyone’s choices for Indian and placed the order on my phone when it started ringing.

	Cam.

	I really didn’t want to speak to my sister but if I didn’t answer, there’d be hell to pay later. Excusing myself from the living room, I walked out onto the landing and answered.

	“Hello?”

	“You won’t believe what Billy has done this time,” came the husky tones of my sister, Camilla, who’d been a chain smoker since she was twelve years old.

	Yeah, I’d grown up in a shitty area on a council estate and my sister still lived there with her six kids and our dad. I tried to see them every couple of months, but it was also fucking depressing. Mum left when we were young and Dad was an alcoholic. I’d stepped up to the plate and helped raise Cam, which meant she ended up calling me whenever something was wrong. Like now apparently.

	“What?”

	Her eldest, William was always in trouble at school for one thing or another. At fourteen, he’d been expelled from at least one school already and it wasn’t looking good for the current one. How this had become my problem was a mystery to me since he had a dad. Aaron might be a wastrel but he was still Billy and Kyle’s father. Kyle was twelve and a complete book nerd. She had three kids, Crystal, Jaqueline and April, with Sid and last but not least, there was Kayden, her youngest with her current on and off boyfriend, Manny.

	“He was caught threatening some kid with a knife on the school grounds. I really need you to come sort him out. He won’t listen to me.”

	My sister had to be joking. Billy didn’t listen to me either. He was a law unto himself. The kid was destined for prison before he’d even turned eighteen at this rate.

	“And why on earth do you think I have time to deal with your son yet again?”

	“Come on, Brent, you know you’re better at this discipline stuff than I am.”

	I shook my head. My sister really did my head right in.

	“Here’s an idea, why don’t you ask his father to speak to him? You know as well as I do Aaron is the only person in this world he looks up to.”

	“I don’t know where he is.”

	“I’m busy. I can’t come deal with your son and even if I wasn’t busy, I’d still be telling you to sort it out yourself. I’m not his father and it’s not my fault you don’t get along with Aaron any longer.”

	I heard the kids screaming in the background and Cam shouting at them to be quiet.

	“Please, you always come. You always help me.”

	In the past, perhaps, but now I was fed up. My sister kept pulling this shit with me and I was done. Not least because I had enough shit going on in my own life. I didn’t have the energy to deal with hers too.

	“No, Cam. I’m not coming to your fucking rescue. Deal with your kids yourself. If you knew you wouldn’t be able to cope, then you shouldn’t have fucking well got knocked up so many times. Don’t call me unless you have a genuine emergency or something is wrong with Dad. I’m not your fucking dogsbody. You get enough out of me as it is. I’m done.”

	I hung up on her before I said anything else I regretted. Slamming my hand against the wall, I let out a long breath. God my sister really wound me up.

	“Brent?” came the tentative tones of Jen from behind me.

	I didn’t turn around. Seeing Jen would really fuck with me right now. I was desperate to know what was going on with her. Why she seemed to suddenly be okay with spending time with me after she’d spent twelve years hating me. Was it because we’d had sex? Did she still hate me like she said she did? I had no clue. Her being here and probably having heard my conversation with my sister didn’t help me in the slightest.

	“What is it, Jen?”

	“Are you okay?”

	I turned and stared at her. Her blue eyes were wide and her face full of confusion.

	“Do I look okay to you?”

	My voice came out all harsh when I hadn’t meant it to. Her expression dropped.

	“Well, excuse me for being concerned,” she snapped back.

	“Since when did you start giving a shit about me?”

	Hurt flashed across her features before she steeled them. Her hand came up and curled into a fist before falling back to her side.

	“You know what, Brent? Fuck you… Just fuck you.”

	Her words were loud enough that they likely carried through into the living room. She turned on her heel and stormed towards it.

	“Jen…”

	She stuck up her middle finger behind her before disappearing through the door. I scraped a hand across my face. Well, I’d fucked that right up. We’d had a weird sort of truce between us up until now. Whilst it bothered me a little, I’d also enjoyed spending time with her without all the name calling and her telling me where to go. Just me and Jen having a laugh with each other. It’d been nice, almost like we were turning a corner.

	What the hell is wrong with you? Why are you ruining shit between you?

	I stuffed my phone back in my pocket and followed her. When I sat back down on one of the sofas, I had a hard stare from Dante as if he was pissed off about me and Jen were fighting again. I shrugged at him. What did he want me to do? I had no control when it came to Jen. None whatsoever.

	***

	It was just my luck I got stuck sitting next to Jen at dinner, although hardly surprising considering Fi and James had insisted on Ellie and Jensen attending. Jen was clearly as unhappy with the seating arrangements as me. She’d barely said a word, scowling into her lamb jalfrezi like she had a grudge against it. Fi kept glancing at her. Clearly her twin sense was buzzing.

	When everyone else was occupied I leant over to her.

	“I’m sorry I snapped at you,” I whispered.

	She didn’t respond, just glanced at me with a deadly look in her eyes. She wasn’t going to make this easy for me. Great. I had to try because living under the same roof with her pissed off at me wasn’t going to be fun.

	“Please don’t be mad at me. I thought we were getting along.”

	“You thought wrong,” she hissed before turning away.

	Testing the waters, I reached out under the table and ran my fingers along the edge of her thigh. She stiffened. When she looked back at me, her blue eyes were blazing, like the firestorm I knew her to be.

	“Don’t fucking touch me,” she ground out, her voice low and laced with anger.

	The next thing I knew, she’d pushed back her seat, spitting out “Excuse me,” before storming out of the room. I sighed, rubbing my face. Fi stared after her and looked like she was about to get up too.

	I put a hand up. “I’ll go. I’m the one she’s pissed off at.”

	“You sure that’s a good idea?”

	“No, but I can handle Jen.”

	Fi gave me a sympathetic look. She knew just how much shit Jen always gave me. Dante gave me a significant look before I left the table. He knew all about his little sister’s temperament and her wild moods. Probably glad I was on the receiving end and not him. It was like I’d said, I could handle Jen when she spat fire at me. However, things were different between us since we’d slept together. I wasn’t sure whether we’d end up having a shouting match or if it’d escalate into something else. Like hate fucking. Something I couldn’t exactly afford to engage in considering everyone was here and I swore to myself I wouldn’t allow either of us to get carried away again.

	I found Jen pacing the first floor landing, her fists clenched at her sides. When she saw me, she stopped in her tracks, her face contorting with rage.

	“What the fuck do you want?”

	“I want to talk to you.”

	“Yeah, well, I don’t want to talk to you.”

	I took a step towards her.

	“I said I was sorry for earlier. I didn’t mean to snap at you. My sister just pisses me off, which you likely heard anyway.”

	“I don’t care. Apology not accepted.”

	I took another step in her direction.

	“Tonight isn’t about us, it’s about celebrating your mother.”

	“There is no us. There never has been.”

	I stifled a sigh, well aware we were not, and never would be, an ‘us’.

	“I’m trying here, Jen. You never make anything easy on me and that’s okay, but this isn’t the time.”

	She threw her hands up.

	“You don’t need to fucking try. We are not friends. We are nothing.”

	If only she knew how much it hurt. How it ripped my heart to pieces. My chest burnt, but I ignored it. Jen might have her claws out, but I wasn’t scared of her when she got like this. I moved further towards her. There were only a couple of steps left between us.

	“Why are you so pissed off at me?”

	“Not everything is about you! Don’t be so fucking narcissistic.”

	“Then stop shouting at me.”

	“Just leave me the fuck alone.”

	She was practically screaming now and I knew very well the sound would be carrying downstairs. If she thought I was going to leave her like this, she had another think coming. Reaching out, I gripped her arm and pulled her towards her bedroom. I think she was so surprised I’d done it, she didn’t resist. When we were inside with the door shut, I let go of her. Those heated blue eyes stared up at me.

	“What is wrong with you?”

	“Nothing.”

	“Don’t give me that bullshit. You’ve been weird ever since that night you hugged me, so either you tell me what’s wrong or you calm the fuck down, come downstairs and have dinner with your family.”

	She put her hands up as if to shove me away but I caught both of them. Her eyes were molten. She could spit fire at me all she wanted, but I wasn’t letting her ruin what was meant to be a celebration of her mother’s life.

	“Let go!”

	“No.”

	“I hate you.”

	“You’ve made that clear on many, many occasions.”

	It still stung when she said it, but I was trying my best to ignore that part.

	“Why do you even care what’s wrong with me? Huh? Trying to be the hero or something?”

	I stifled the urge to roll my eyes. She really didn’t have a filter when she was angry.

	“Yes, Jen, because you’re really such a damsel in distress. Don’t be ridiculous.”

	“Just let go of me.”

	She struggled in my grasp. I held on tighter, pulling her closer to me so she’d stop trying to get away.

	“Tell me what’s going on with you.”

	“Why should I? You’re not my fucking friend, Brent. We don’t owe each other anything just because we fucked three times.”

	She really did know how to throw punches during an argument. I think this was possibly the worst one we’d ever had. I’d never seen her this pissed off nor had it directed at me.

	“Stop deflecting. This has nothing to do with us sleeping together and you know it. Tell me what’s wrong.”

	“I can’t. I can’t fucking tell you.”

	Now we were getting somewhere. She’d just admitted something was going on with her.

	“Why not?”

	“I just can’t, so stop asking.”

	She deflated, her blue eyes losing some of their fire. I let go of her hands. She didn’t move away from me.

	“Did something happen that night?”

	“Yes. Don’t ask me what it was.”

	I reached up and cupped her face on instinct. She shuddered under my touch.

	“Did someone hurt you?”

	“No. No one fucking hurt me.”

	“Good, because if they had, I’d have to punch their lights out.”

	That got a slight smile out of her.

	“Why would you do that?”

	“Did you forget it’s part of my responsibility to protect you? I might be D’s friend, but I’m also still technically his bodyguard though I don’t do much of that these days.”

	“I don’t need protecting,” she muttered, rolling her eyes.

	I wouldn’t dispute that. I still wanted to protect Jen even if she didn’t need that from me. When she looked at me again, her eyes softened. The sight of it made my heart thump. Whilst her face happened to be a little flushed, she looked beautiful. She always did to me, but that was beside the point.

	“Why did you come after me?”

	“I thought you were mad at me.”

	“I am.”

	I raised an eyebrow.

	“Still?”

	She moved closer so our chests were brushing together. Her Dior scent surrounded us, making my mouth water and my cock stand to attention.

	Damn it, Jen.

	It wasn’t just her closeness. It was seeing her angry and worked up. My firestorm. A whirlwind of red hot passion. She burnt with it. And she was stunning.

	“Yeah, I’m still pissed at you. Pissed you came after me. Pissed you knew it wasn’t really about you. Pissed as hell that being close to you drives me crazy.”

	I stared at her, mesmerised by her lips telling me I made her angry and crazy. She made me crazy too. So fucking crazy for her.

	“Why do you make me want to strangle you and fuck you at the same time?” she asked quietly. “Why do I hate you, but still want you? You have no idea how fucking turned on I am right now from fighting with you.”

	Those words taunted me. Tempted me. And I was about to play with fire.

	I’m going to hell.

	My hand left her cheek and fisted in her hair instead, pulling her head back before I leant down and ran my nose up her neck. She let out a small whimper. I stole the sound from her mouth, my lips covering hers. Her fingers curled into my shirt, holding onto me like she was drowning as I held her in place and kissed her like she was my air. My other hand cupped her arse and pulled her flush against me.

	If she was going to say shit like that, then she’d have to face the consequences. Jen wasn’t the only one turned on by our argument. Turned on by the fire burning between us. Fighting only stoked the flames.

	“You drive me insane,” I told her, my lips brushing against hers. “When I’m with you, all I can think about is how wet, tight and warm you feel when I’m inside you. I want you. I want you so fucking much it burns.”

	I didn’t let her respond, devouring her mouth because I was starving for her. Her hands gripped my shirt tighter and she kissed me back, showing me she was on board with this. That she wanted me just as much.

	The only thing which stopped this absolute madness was a loud knock on the door, startling both of us. I pulled back, staring down at Jen. Her lips were a little swollen, her eyes wide and wild.

	“Jen? Are you okay?” came Fi’s voice.

	I indicated the door with my head.

	“I’m fine,” Jen called.

	“You sure? We’re not going to find Brent dead in your room or anything, are we? Do you need me to help you hide the body?”

	I bit my lip and Jen rolled her eyes.

	“No, I haven’t killed him… yet.”

	She raised an eyebrow at me.

	“Well, your food is getting cold, but we can heat it up in the microwave if you want.”

	“We’ll be down in a minute.”

	“Okay. I’ll go warm it up then.”

	We heard her retreating footsteps a moment later. My hand was still locked around Jen’s hair. We stared at each other for a long moment.

	“This isn’t over,” I said. “Not by a long shot.”

	“No? What happened to me being Dante’s little sister?”

	I almost flinched. That was the equivalent of throwing cold water all over me. Did she have to bring it up? Dante would really kill me if he knew. I let go of her abruptly, stepping back as I regained my senses.

	“That hasn’t changed.”

	“Then what, Brent? Are we going to keep playing this ridiculous game where things get out of control then you tell me we can’t after it’s already happened because of my brother? If so, then I’m out.”

	“No. We’re not playing any games or doing anything with each other. You were right. We’re not friends. We aren’t anything.”

	Her eyes flashed. It hurt me to say those words to her because they were a lie, but what else could I do? My loyalty would always remain with Dante no matter what my feelings towards his sister were. No matter how much I loved Jen. And I really did love her to fucking death. She might be a handful. She might rant and rave, but she was beautiful inside and out. She was smart, funny and she loved hard. Her family meant everything to her even if sometimes they made her angry. If anyone tried to hurt them, she’d walk through fire to save them.

	“Fine.”

	“We’re going to go downstairs and act like things between us are normal.”

	“Fine.”

	“Good.”

	I could see the hurt in her eyes and it gutted me. Jen and I would be a disaster in the making. I’d already seen the fallout in the family over Fi and Jensen’s relationship. I didn’t want that shit happening between me and Dante. Not least because it would be worse. I’d been with them for twelve years. He’d know this hadn’t just happened overnight. At least not for me. Dante knew me better than anyone.

	So me and Jen?

	We couldn’t be anything.

	I couldn’t afford that.

	No matter how much it killed me to open the door and walk out of Jen’s room with her trailing behind me and pretend she meant nothing to me, I had to do it. For all of our sakes.

	 

	
Chapter Seven

	Jennifer

	Laying here in the dark, tossing and turning whilst thoughts of that kiss from earlier ran through my brain over and over was doing my bloody head right in. My shouting match with Brent had been epic. I knew it was wrong to take out my anger on him but shit with Max had completely fucked with my head. I’d spent long hours at the office over the past week. Firstly due to Dante being off so he could take care of Liora and secondly, Max wanted to hash things out with me over contracts and investments. Thankfully, he hadn’t brought up the part about me having to play the perfect girlfriend role again, but I was sure it wouldn’t be long until he broached the subject again. The thought of having to touch him at all made my skin crawl.

	The only saving grace had been coming home and spending the rest of my evenings with Brent. As strange as it sounds, I enjoyed playing him at Mario Kart and watching films. He would never replace Fi, but with Liora being unwell, Dante was occupied with taking care of her. He’d not even been into work all week. It wasn’t as though I was settling for Brent’s company rather than Dante’s or anything. The truce between us would always be shaky, but he wasn’t so bad in the overall scheme of things. That was until tempers flared and we snapped at each other. Then things went from zero to one hundred in a matter of moments. As evidenced by this evening.

	I couldn’t deny it any longer. For some insane reason, I was attracted to him. Not just because he was hot. Let’s face it, Brent had always been handsome. That had never been up for debate. It happened to be his ability to irritate the shit out of me which was the issue. He still did, but I’d come to see him in a different light. He’d been nice to me on several occasions and he hadn’t run for the hills the moment I turned my temper on him. No, he’d called me out on my bullshit. I had to give him respect for that.

	I slammed my fist against the sheets. Why couldn’t I get him out of my head? He told me straight up we were nothing. Basically throwing my words back in my face. I hadn’t meant them. Not at all.

	Brent and I were something. I just didn’t know quite what yet.

	The urge to go and tell him grew until it became utterly unbearable. Aware it would be playing a dangerous game, I slipped out of bed and padded downstairs. I stood outside the door to his basement flat for a long moment. It was never locked. I opened it and walked down the stairs until I got to the bottom. There was another door. Tentatively I turned the handle, finding it unlocked as well.

	What are you doing, Jen?

	I had no idea. All I knew is I couldn’t sleep and it was Brent’s fault. And mine. I couldn’t exactly blame this situation all on him. I’d been an active participant in whatever fucked up mess this happened to be.

	I tiptoed down the hallway and came to a halt in the doorway of his bedroom. Everything was dark but I remembered it from when I stayed here the night I found out about Fi and Jensen. How could I ever forget the night which changed the course of Brent and I’s relationship?

	Should I have come down here?

	Definitely not.

	I never did anything I should though.

	I walked over to his bed, pulled back the covers and climbed in next to him. He didn’t stir straight away. It was only when I brushed his hair back from his face he murmured something intelligible and batted my hand away.

	“Brent, it’s me.”

	He cracked an eye open, blinked then opened both eyes. I couldn’t exactly see his expression fully, but I had an inkling he wasn’t entirely pleased I was here nor that I’d woken him up.

	“What the fuck? What are you doing?”

	“I need to talk to you.”

	He stared at me for a long moment, his eyes searching mine in the low light.

	“I thought I made everything clear earlier.”

	I shook my head.

	“You didn’t let me have a say.”

	“There’s nothing to talk about. Go back to bed.”

	I should’ve known he wouldn’t make this easy.

	“No. I can’t.”

	“Why not? You shouldn’t even be down here.”

	Brent wouldn’t physically kick me out of his flat, but he would demand I leave if he didn’t want me here. I knew one guaranteed way he’d be on board with me staying so I could talk to him. I just hoped he wouldn’t stop me before I could get him on side.

	“Because I just can’t.”

	Diving under the covers, I crawled between his legs, my hands running up his thighs.

	“Jen, what are you…” I tugged his boxers down and wrapped my hand around his half hard cock. “…doing?”

	Leaning over him, I ran my tongue up his shaft before taking his cock in my mouth.

	“Christ, what… fuck. Jesus, fuck.”

	He grew harder in my mouth by the second. I used my tongue to lavish the underside of him whilst my hand remained around the base, working him a little.

	“Fuck, Jen, why are you doing this to me?”

	I hoped he didn’t expect a response when I had a mouth full of his cock. Couldn’t say I was the hugest fan of giving head but there happened to be something erotic about the power exchange. The longer I sucked his cock, the more I started to enjoy it. Then again, for some reason, when it came to Brent, I wanted to do all the things I’d never dared to try before. Simple things like spending time with him and it not escalating into sex. I hadn’t exactly had much luck with guys before outside of the bedroom. Brent was different. He’d always be different.

	I looked up, my eyes meeting his in the dim light. His hands were fisted at his sides as if he was holding back. His body tensed. I knew he liked what I was doing but felt like he shouldn’t because of who I was.

	I pulled back, keeping my hand locked around him.

	“Now will you let me talk to you?”

	“Yes,” he gritted out through his teeth.

	I started to stroke him, keeping my mouth close by in case he changed his mind.

	“We aren’t nothing. I don’t know what the fuck we are, but it’s something. You can’t deny it. Especially not when it’s clear I turn you on just as much as you do me.”

	I let go of him and crawled up his body until we were inches apart.

	“Tell me to my face you don’t want to tear my clothes off and fuck me right now and I’ll leave.”

	I waited for a response but I didn’t get one. I sat up and tugged off my t-shirt. His eyes went to my breasts.

	“Tell me you don’t want me.”

	No response. I tugged off my sleep shorts and underwear next, leaving me bare above him.

	“Tell me to go, Brent. Tell me to go or pin me down and fuck me. Those are your two options.”

	His hands uncurled and ran up my legs. Gripping my hips, he moved me off him and got up on his knees. He tugged off his boxers properly before pressing a hand between my shoulder blades and forcing me down on the bed. My hips stayed up, but my face was pressed into the covers with my arms resting at my sides. I turned my face so I could breathe but I didn’t object. I hoped this was him giving in.

	“Here’s what’s going to happen,” he told me, his voice low and laced with desire. “You’re going to stay exactly like this. If you move, I’ll stop. Got it?”

	His fingers trailed along my spine, sending shivers down it. Normally I wouldn’t be on board with being told what to do. Something in his voice, the dark, husky quality of it made me want to stay still for him.

	“Yes.”

	“You asked for this, Jen. You pushed me.”

	Both his hands landed on my behind and he spread me wide open for him. Before I could speak, his tongue was on my pussy. I let out a low whine. Shit, he was good at that. His mouth latched onto my clit, teasing me with licks and sucks until I was practically putty in his hands, desperate to come. Every time I thought I’d explode, he backed off a little.

	“Please,” I whispered, my hands clenching in the covers.

	“Please what?”

	“Let me come.”

	“Not yet. You gave me hell today so I’m returning the favour.”

	I spluttered. Who did he think he was?

	But wait, if I moved or told him where to go, he’d stop and I didn’t want that. No, I couldn’t allow the delicious torture to end. I wanted him and I really wanted him to fuck me. No other man had got me so wet before just from words. Earlier, I was holding back from pouncing on him because his insistence on staying calm when I was screaming at him had turned me on for some reason.

	“Please, Brent.”

	“You’re going to stop telling me you hate me. We both know that’s not true. You want me just as much as I want you. Admit it. Admit you like me.”

	Oh fuck me.

	“Are you crazy?”

	He pulled away and I immediately wanted him back.

	“No, I’m sick of you lying to both of us. So admit the truth. Admit you like me.”

	I squirmed. The thing is, it was true. I did like him despite myself. I wouldn’t be down here in his flat if I didn’t. I wouldn’t have spent the past week looking forward to spending my evenings with him.

	“I like you,” I whispered.

	He leant over me, his mouth brushing across my earlobe. I let out a long breath.

	“I know you do. As long as you keep telling me the truth, I’ll give you what you want. Fuck you deep and hard. Make you come over and over. You lie to me, Jen, this ends. All of it.”

	My heart lurched. I didn’t want it to end. I wanted Brent to keep touching me. Wanted him to do dark, dirty and depraved things to me all in the name of pleasure.

	“I won’t lie to you.”

	“Good.”

	He pulled away again but before I could take a breath, his cock pressed at my entrance. I moaned when he slid inside me. His hands banded around my hips as his anchor. I felt so full, but he wasn’t done yet.

	“So tight,” he grunted. “Fuck. Being in your pussy is heaven and hell at the same time. I never want to leave.”

	“Don’t stop, please. I need you.”

	What the hell was I saying? Did I need him? Right now, yes. I would lose my shit if he didn’t fuck me and make me come just like he said he would. Some kind of madness had over taken me. If you told me three months ago I was going to sleep with Brent and enjoy it so much, I couldn’t get enough, I’d have called you a fucking moron.

	When he finally bottomed out, I wasn’t given much of a chance to adjust as he pulled back and slammed into me with a force that knocked all the air out of my lungs. I let out a shaky gasp. He continued to fuck me with long, hard and brutal strokes. Like he was punishing me for my earlier outburst. Punishing me for coming down here and getting him hard. Hard enough that all thoughts of me being Dante’s sister disappeared. I knew better than to bring it up again.

	“You’re a maddening woman, you know that? Absolutely fucking maddening. Any other man would think you were a fucking nightmare to deal with, but apparently not me. No, when you spit fire at me, I just want to hold you down and fuck you until you’re screaming my name in pleasure instead of anger.”

	His hands gripped me tighter and I was pretty sure I might end up with bruised hips at this rate. I didn’t care though. Not when it felt so good. I was damn sure I wouldn’t let any other man fuck me this way. I wouldn’t have allowed anyone to tell me to stay still and let them take control of my body.

	“You don’t let anyone inside those walls of yours. An impenetrable fortress. That’s okay, Jen. One day, you’re going to let me slip through the cracks.”

	What the hell does that mean?

	I didn’t really have time to process it. He reached around and strummed my clit with his fingers, making me buck and moan in response. My pulse skittered and my body tightened. Dots sparked in my vision when I shattered. I shook. I trembled. I cursed. Waves of bliss radiated from my core outwards until I was a mess of jellied limbs, trying to keep myself upright.

	“Shit,” I said weakly, my voice all quiet and mouse-like.

	He slammed into me four more times before he let out a low grunt and shuddered above me. I could do little but gulp down oxygen. When he let me go, I collapsed on the bed, my knees giving way. He flopped down next to me, then I felt his fingers dusting over my back followed by his lips at my shoulder.

	“Brent,” I whispered.

	“Hmm?”

	“I can’t move.”

	He chuckled and continued to stroke my back. His touch felt so soothing after the brutal way he’d fucked me.

	“Has the indomitable Jennifer Benson been rendered immobile for the first time in her life?”

	I wanted to snap back at him for that comment, but I didn’t.

	“I guess she has.”

	His fingers stilled. A part of me wanted to let him in. Tell him what was going on with Max so he could help me find a way out of it. That was just wishful thinking. Brent’s loyalty was to Dante. He’d go straight to my brother and then everything would come out. Our family’s reputation would fall into ruin and our company, well, we might as well just kiss that goodbye. We had money so that wasn’t the issue. Bensons was our legacy and I didn’t want it going down the drain. Not when we’d all worked so hard in the wake of the scandal with Dad.

	“You said we’re something… What exactly did you mean by that?”

	I shifted a little so I could look at him properly. His gold flecked eyes were curious and his expression open. Like he really wanted to know the answer and he wasn’t going to shoot me down for it regardless of what I said.

	“I guess we’re friends,” I mumbled because I didn’t have a better word for it.

	“Friends?”

	“Maybe. I don’t know.”

	He resumed stroking my back. Leaning down towards me, his breath fluttered across my cheek.

	“I don’t usually have sex with my friends, Jen,” he whispered.

	“Me either. Do we have to define it beyond this?”

	“I suppose not.”

	He kissed down my jaw, making me shiver before his lips brushed across the corner of my mouth. I turned into his touch, claiming his mouth with my own. His hand left my back and cupped my face, stroking across my cheek. It made my heart flutter. The small, gentle touch of his fingers against my skin.

	I moved, turning on my side and drawing him closer. My hand tangled in his hair, tugging at the strands. Something about Brent had me just wanting to forget about everything else when it was me and him alone. Did he realise how vulnerable he made me feel? How much I wanted to open up to him? Perhaps that’s what he meant by me being an impenetrable fortress. I didn’t let people in easily.

	What if I let him in? What if I let him see me? All of me.

	They were dangerous thoughts I couldn’t afford to have. I shoved them away and focused on kissing him. Focused on the way his body moulded to mine and his hand which fell from my face to clutch my waist.

	“Don’t go back upstairs,” he murmured against my lips.

	I didn’t have it in me to leave even if I wanted to. Sleeping without him right here would be impossible anyway. My mind would be too full. Full of thoughts of what Max expected of me. How I had no choice but to give into his demands. How I would have to act like his girlfriend when all I wanted to do was run as far away from him as possible.

	Then there was the huge complication right here. Brent. What the hell would he think when it surfaced I was Maximillian Graves’ girlfriend? It might not be real but that didn’t make it any less fucked up. Would Brent feel like I’d been leading him on? That I was a cheater because I’d slept with him whilst going out with Max.

	You and Brent aren’t together.

	We weren’t but it didn’t make it any better. This was a mess and it would only get messier if I continued down this path with Brent. It would be better for both of us if I went back upstairs and didn’t complicate matters any further.

	I didn’t though. I continued to kiss him, my hands roaming across his body, memorising his muscles. Every contour and edge.

	“I don’t want to go,” I whispered.

	“Stay with me.”

	“I shouldn’t.”

	He flipped me over on my back, dipping his head to my neck and trailing kisses down it. He took my hands, entwining our fingers together as he raised his head and stared down at me. My heart stuttered in my chest at his intense expression.

	“You’re staying right here.”

	My heart told me not to leave whilst my head screamed at me to go. To not let this become something it could never be. I didn’t often listen to my heart, but this time I did.

	“Okay.”

	His lip quirked up at the side. I couldn’t get over how attractive he looked when he smiled like that with his hair all mussed from my fingers tangling in it.

	When he leant down and kissed me again, I melted into him. One of my well-constructed walls crumbled to ashes and dust. I knew then and there. I was in trouble. In huge fucking trouble. If all my walls fell away, I’d be in serious danger of wanting to hold onto Brent and never let go.

	And that was just plain fucking terrifying.

	 

	
Chapter Eight

	Brent

	I didn’t think I’d wake up to find her in my arms again after that first night. Her eyes were closed, her breath fluttering across my skin where she was curled up against my chest with her hand resting on my heart. I didn’t want to disturb her even though she should get back upstairs. Selfishly, I wanted her here so I could hold her like this forever.

	Jen had no idea of my feelings, my love for her. She’d never been the easiest of girls to understand. She carried wounds so deep, I wasn’t sure she’d ever heal from them. Lashing out at the world was her way of coping with what Zach did. At least since she’d had therapy, she seemed to be improving.

	There was something else bothering her now. I wish I knew what it was. She might continuously tell me she didn’t need protecting but everyone needed someone. Her someone wasn’t around as much. Jen missed Fi more than she let on. My firestorm was lonely and it hurt me to see her like this. I shouldn’t think of Jen as mine, but in my heart she was. She had been since the day I’d first been introduced to the twins and James. A day I remembered vividly.

	***

	I hovered in the doorway of the living room whilst Dante squatted down in front of his three siblings sat on the sofa with their backs to me.

	“Now, remember I said we had someone coming to live with us who’ll help keep you safe?”

	The girls didn’t acknowledge him, but the youngest, James, nodded.

	“Well, I’d like you all to meet Brent. It’s his job to make sure nothing happens to us.”

	Dante straightened and indicated with his head I should come over. He’d reminded me the twins weren’t talking and if they say anything, it was only to him or James. I made my way over and stood next to him. James was practically the spitting image of Dante, just younger.

	“Hello Brent,” he said, giving me a lopsided smile.

	“You must be James. It’s nice to meet you.”

	I turned to the girls.

	“This is Fiona,” Dante said indicating the girl next to James, “and this is Jennifer.”

	Two sets of blue eyes set into identical faces stared up at me. What struck me the most about the siblings is how they all looked like replicas of Zachary. Their dark hair, blue eyes and facial structure all matched their father’s. You couldn’t see much of Margo in any of them. I’d only seen pictures of her, but it wasn’t obvious they were related.

	“Hello Fiona and Jennifer.”

	Neither of them said anything and I hadn’t been expecting them to. Fiona looked down at her hands after a moment, but Jennifer stared hard at me. When I met her eyes, my heart stuttered in my chest. There was something so steely yet incredibly vulnerable about her gaze. Some part of me wanted to reach out and hold onto her so I could heal the void inside this beautiful but haunted girl. I had no idea where that urge came from, but it burnt in my veins. I had to clench my jaw to stop myself from acting on it.

	“Can I show Brent my PlayStation?” James piped up.

	I tore my attention away from Jennifer despite wanting desperately to squat down in front of her and take her hands in my own. Ask her what she needed. Get her to trust me so she’d open up to me.

	“You can, what games have you got?” I replied.

	James jumped up and walked over to the TV. He sat down and pulled out a box. Dante gave me a nod as if to say ‘thank you’. I shrugged. It was the least I could do. As I followed James over to the TV, I noticed Dante sit next to the girls and take Fiona’s hand. His eyes were sad and it broke my heart a little. It was clear he cared a great deal about his brother and sisters. He’d taken them from his father, who was technically my employer. I still didn’t know why exactly, but Dante would tell me when he was ready.

	Jennifer was still looking at me as I sat next to James and he started talking to me about each of his games. Her gaze seared into me, making my skin prickle. I’d never had such a visceral reaction to another person before. I wanted to tear open all her walls so I could learn everything about her. What really caused the hurt behind her eyes. What she thought about me. Did she feel the same? The innate urge to be closer. To hold on and never let go. Fuck she was so beautiful.

	I tore my eyes away from her again. Reality hit me hard. This was Dante’s fifteen year old sister. What the hell was I thinking? So inappropriate. I was twenty one and she was underage. I mean yes, their birthday was in a couple of days, but it didn’t make it any better. The twins had been through a traumatic sexual assault which is why they were mostly mute. Whatever she’d unwittingly unleashed, I had to quash it.

	Even as I realised I could never act on any of these feelings coursing through me, I knew Jennifer had altered me on some level. The only woman I’d ever really cared about was my own sister. Now all I wanted to do was help these two girls overcome their past and make sure nothing like that ever happened to them again.

	***

	Jen stirred, blinking rapidly as she opened her eyes and looked up at me. She smiled which had my heart thumping against my ribcage. She’d come a long way since she was fifteen. Jen had grown into an even more beautiful woman whose fire had never died.

	“Morning,” she said, her voice a little groggy. “Were you watching me sleep?”

	“Maybe.”

	She reached up, her fingers tangling in my hair as she pulled me closer.

	“That’s a bit creepy,” she whispered before she kissed me.

	It was gentle at first, but Jen pressed harder against me, her fingers running down from my hair across my shoulder and along my back. I knew what she was doing. Pulling away, I searched her face, trying to work out why she had immediately tried to turn a simple kiss into something sexual. She frowned, trying to pull me back.

	“Jen, stop.”

	“Don’t you want to?”

	I shook my head. I definitely wanted her, but something about this didn’t feel right.

	“But… am… am I not good enough anymore?”

	“What? No. Why would you think that?”

	She looked away, her cheeks flushing slightly. This wasn’t the first time she’d questioned me about whether I enjoyed sex with her. Hell, being with her was amazing. No one else could compete or compare. I didn’t know how she could ever think I wasn’t into it.

	“Not everything is about sex, you do know that, right?”

	She didn’t look at me or say a word. I cupped her face, tipping her chin back up towards me.

	“Have you not done this with anyone? Just been with them without it being about sex?”

	Her blush deepened.

	“No,” she whispered. “I don’t know how.”

	I had no idea what to say. Clearly all the guys she’d been with were either arseholes or just didn’t give a shit. Jen deserved to be cherished not treated like a fucking sex object. I felt sick.

	“Is this not something you’ve talked to Jensen about?”

	She shook her head.

	“Don’t you think you should?”

	I would never presume to tell Jen what to do, but this bothered me. Far too much.

	“Maybe… I thought that’s what you wanted from me though. Just… sex.”

	I couldn’t believe she thought that about me, but then again, I hadn’t exactly given her any reason to think otherwise.

	“No. I actually like spending time with you even when you’re going crazy at me. Don’t get me wrong, the sex is amazing, but you’re more than that. I wish you could see that.”

	She met my eyes then. The vulnerability in them almost made my heart stop.

	“You like me?”

	“Yes.” I don’t just like you, Jen. I love you. “I thought that was obvious. You did say we’re friends, right?”

	“I don’t know how to be your friend. I’ve never had a male friend. Jensen doesn’t count. He’s my therapist and I guess future brother in law since there’s no way he’s not going to marry Fi one day.”

	I stroked my thumb across her cheek. Her openly admitting that to me was significant. I don’t think Jen realised just how much of herself she let me see over these past few months since the night which altered our relationship.

	“This is all friendships are, Jen, talking and spending time together.”

	She bit her lip.

	“I can’t be just your friend. It would make things a hell of a lot simpler if I could.”

	She was right though. I didn’t think we could be just friends either. I mean, fuck, we’d come a long way since she’d stopped hating me so much, but the lines we’d crossed in the process made everything complicated.

	“I can’t give you more than friendship.”

	My heart ached like a bitch. I wanted to give her more. I wanted to tell her I’d give her the world. But it would involve admitting how long I’d loved her. And telling her brother.

	“I wasn’t asking for more.”

	How the fuck had we got into this situation? I knew I couldn’t stay away from her. Not now. Even when I’d stopped her from escalating this into sex, it didn’t prevent my body reacting to her proximity and the way her soft curves moulded to me. I ached for her physically, but my heart wanted her too.

	“Jen…”

	She pulled away, trying to escape me entirely and I knew it was because she felt far too exposed. If I pushed her, she’d have a go at me. I couldn’t let her go though so I held on to her tighter.

	“Let me go,” she whispered, her blue eyes filling with pain.

	“No. Don’t run from me.”

	“I’m not.”

	I tugged her closer again, holding her cheek so she couldn’t hide from me.

	“You are. You’re going to leave and overthink it all so next time you see me, you’ll be all worked up, we’ll fight and end up back at square one again. I’m not letting you do that.”

	She pushed at my chest but there was no real fight behind her movements.

	“I won’t.”

	“Yes, you will. You think I don’t know what you’re like, Jen, but we’ve known each other for years. I’m not blind.”

	“I have work.”

	So she was trying another tactic.

	“It’s Saturday.”

	She stopped struggling and just stared at me.

	“What about Dante?”

	“What about D?”

	“He’ll know something is up if I waltz back upstairs from your flat in my pyjamas later.”

	She had a point there I couldn’t deny.

	“Your brother is far too worried about Liora to notice anything which happens to be going on between you and me.”

	Since when had I started coming up with excuses regarding Dante? It happened to be true. If he hadn’t been so focused on Liora and the baby, he would’ve picked up on it immediately. He would’ve asked me what the hell was going on. And I would’ve had to lie to his face.

	“That doesn’t matter. You don’t want him to know.”

	“And you do?”

	“I didn’t say that. It’s just it’s like Fi all over again except this isn’t a relationship.”

	It shouldn’t have stung to hear her say it but it did. If things were different, I’d have made her mine already, but they weren’t.

	“I haven’t told her, but I don’t like lying to her either.”

	It surprised me. Jen and Fi told each other everything. Well they had up until Fi met Jensen and it all changed. I hoped they’d found a way to navigate the new state of their relationship. Jen had gone back to therapy. She seemed to look up to Jensen.

	“I expected you to tell her.”

	“You’d be okay with that?”

	I almost rolled my eyes.

	“She’s your twin. Why would I ever tell you to keep something from her? I know how much it upset you when she kept her relationship with Jensen secret for so long.”

	Sometimes I wondered if Jen forgot how well I knew the two of them. I’d seen the way they’d sit together with their heads bowed, chatting away and giggling. So alike yet so different.

	“Maybe I’ll tell her. She probably knows anyway. She knows me.”

	She shifted against me, I almost groaned when her stomach brushed against my cock. Her eyebrow shot up.

	“Are you quite sure you don’t want to…?”

	I couldn’t lie and tell her I didn’t want her to relieve the ache. The thought of being inside her drove me nuts. Yes, I’d had her twice last night but it wasn’t enough. It’d never be enough.

	I gripped her hip and rolled her on her back. Leaning down, I ran my nose along hers.

	“We’re still friends. Just friends.” I settled between her legs. “I don’t want you to think I want you for just this.” My cock ran along her pussy and I found her wet with need. “Just because I want to fuck you hard, doesn’t mean you’re not worth more. You are. So much.”

	She let out a little pant, her hands curling around my shoulders.

	“Please,” she moaned. “I know. I understand. Please fuck me, Brent. Please.”

	Denying her when she begged would be impossible. Her legs wrapped around my waist as I thrust inside her. Each moment we were locked together, bodies moving in harmony, hands grasping each other, lips kissing, it felt so right. When Jen crested the wave, I was right there with her, breathing her air and feeling her all around me. Every time we did this, my heart fractured a little more knowing how hard I’d fall and break when this ended. The inevitable crash as we went down in flames was coming. If it wasn’t Dante discovering I’d slept with his sister, it’d be something else equally as damning.

	“I can’t stop,” I whispered as we lay together, both spent. “Tell me it’s not just me.”

	Her fingers tangled with mine on my chest.

	“It’s not just you. I can’t stop either.”

	I wanted to ask her what it meant. But that was a conversation we couldn’t afford to have. So I stayed silent and lay there with her until she left to go back upstairs. Even then, I didn’t get up. The weight of it all suffocated me. The lies. The secrets. The knowledge I could never really have Jen. She’d never be mine. This was temporary. A few precious stolen moments living in a fantasy with the girl I’d loved for so long. The crushing reality was more than I could cope with.

	So I didn’t get out of bed that day, only moving to feed myself before collapsing back under the covers and allowing misery to settle over me.

	Pathetic coward.

	I no longer had the energy to be anything but pathetic. The pathetic coward who loved his best friend’s sister and wanted something he could never have.

	Her.

	 

	
Chapter Nine

	Jennifer

	Did I want to have therapy today? Not especially. I had no choice in the matter. So when I entered Jensen’s office and sat down, letting out a long sigh, he raised an eyebrow at me.

	“Bad week?”

	I rubbed my face, looking away.

	“Bad life.”

	“That’s a little melodramatic.”

	Yeah, so he started calling me out on my bullshit when I resumed my sessions with him again. We were more than just therapist and client. He was my twin’s boyfriend. I’d told Brent, Jensen wasn’t my friend, but I supposed in a lot of ways he was. It’s just the whole therapy thing which made it different.

	I didn’t want to think or talk about Brent despite him being the reason I felt like my life was falling apart. That and Max. Except I really couldn’t talk about Max. That prick was insisting I attend some do at his office with him later. Not my idea of fun, but I suppose we had to go public with our fake relationship at some point.

	“You have met me, right?”

	When I looked up at Jensen, he was grinning. It’d taken me a while to get used to calling him that rather than Doctor Andrews.

	“What’s bothering you?”

	I grabbed a cushion, hugging it to my chest as I kicked off my shoes and curled my legs up under me on the sofa. I dragged my fingers across the surface of it, wondering where on earth I could start.

	“Something someone said to me this week.”

	“Was it someone close to you?”

	I shrugged.

	“You could say that.”

	“What did they say?”

	“That I should talk to you about something.”

	“Are you going to be cryptic for the whole session?”

	He was used to me getting like this on occasion. Ever since Max started blackmailing me, I’d felt trapped. Not being able to talk about it to anyone bothered me.

	“I don’t know how to be friends with a guy.”

	“What makes you say that?”

	I sighed, hugging the cushion tighter against my chest.

	“Okay so say hypothetically I slept with someone I shouldn’t have and I’m trying to be friends with them because it can never be anything else. I don’t know how to be someone’s friend really so I resort to initiating sex instead of talking to them about my feelings. And say that person told me I should probably talk to you about it since they’re not the only one I’ve had this problem with.”

	He eyed me for a long moment before he leant forward and put a hand out.

	“Have you ever had a meaningful relationship with a man without it being about sex?”

	I shook my head. He wasn’t talking about my relationships with my family.

	“Why do you think that is?”

	He did this a lot. Turned it around on me so I had to think about things. So I had to delve into parts of myself I preferred to keep hidden. And I did know why it was, I just hated admitting it. Hated him still having so much power over me. It was like I could never escape.

	“My dad told me and Fi that was all we were good for.”

	“Do you believe him?”

	“I guess so,” I whispered.

	My chest caved in. How could I believe something so damning? I hated how much my father had manipulated me. Got inside my head and made me feel worthless.

	“Has anyone you’ve been with ever told you they wanted more from you?”

	“My hypothetical friend.”

	Jensen gave me a look. He knew it wasn’t hypothetical at all.

	“You can’t tell Fi,” I blurted out.”

	“When have I ever discussed your sessions with your sister?”

	I looked away, burying my face in my hands. It was true. Jensen never talked to her about what I’d told him in confidence. Would I even feel better if I told him about Brent and me?

	“I did something so stupid the night I found out about you and Fi.”

	“You were upset so that’s understandable.”

	I shook my head in my hands.

	“No, this was stupid on an epic level.”

	“You don’t have to tell me.”

	But I did. The words bubbled up inside me and I couldn’t keep my mouth shut.

	“I don’t even like him, but he was the only person I wasn’t mad at so I went and saw Brent in floods of tears. He was nice to me for once and somehow we ended up in bed together. He didn’t take advantage of me or anything. I wanted to sleep with him, but it’s so wrong. It can’t be anything. He’s Dante’s best friend. I don’t even want a relationship with him and he said himself he can’t offer me more than friendship, but he’s been there for me since I moved back home and it keeps happening. I don’t know what to do. I’m trying to be his friend, but I can’t at the same time because I want him. I don’t understand it. I hated him for so long and now this is all so fucking complicated.”

	I dared move my hands from my face and look up at Jensen. He’d sat back and was watching me carefully.

	“Am I the first person you’ve told?”

	“Yes. I’m pretty sure Fi knows something is going on though.”

	“She’s your twin, so that’s hardly surprising. She tells me it’s like a sixth sense.”

	Twin sense couldn’t really be explained in simple terms. It was more nuanced and complicated than just a sixth sense.

	“What do I do? I know he feels guilty about the whole thing because I’m Dante’s sister, but neither of us can stop. I don’t even know what I want from him. Things have been hard since Fi moved in with you. I’m lonely, but that’s not why I keep going to Brent. I guess I like his company. He’s not as bad as I thought he was. In many ways, he’s exactly the type of person I’d want to be friends with. He doesn’t take my shit, he listens and he’s funny.”

	Admitting all of that out loud made my heart slam against my ribcage repeatedly. I had no idea how this had happened. How I’d started to feel things for Brent I shouldn’t.

	“You aren’t going to like my advice.”

	Did I ever really like his advice? Mostly I knew he was right so I didn’t question it.

	“Just tell me.”

	“You want to be friends, you have to take sex out of the equation. For your own sake, you need to learn how to be around someone you like without it turning sexual. My suggestion is you set boundaries between yourself and Brent. No more sleeping together until you decide what you want out of a relationship with him, whether it be a friendship or more.”

	I should’ve known that would be his advice.

	“But he can’t give me more.”

	“Doesn’t matter. You still need to learn how to be friends with a man. And before you say it, I don’t count.”

	I hugged the cushion tighter and scowled at him. Of course he didn’t count even though we were more friends than anything else.

	“Because you’re Fi’s boyfriend…”

	“You know that’s not why.”

	I rolled my eyes.

	Yeah okay, it’s because you’re my therapist.

	“Speaking of Fi…”

	His eyes narrowed.

	“Do you want to marry my sister?”

	The fact he even kept a straight face told me he wasn’t impressed with my question nor would he let me ruffle him.

	“We’re not here to talk about me and your sister.”

	“Oh come on, Jensen, don’t be a spoilsport. I won’t tell her.”

	He drummed his fingers along the arm of his chair, his eyes still narrowed.

	“We are not having this conversation.”

	I threw the cushion away from me and rolled my eyes again.

	“Why? Is it too soon? I mean, I get it, but you know she’s all loved up and shit with you. I swear it’s like she’s a love heart eyed emoji these days.”

	His jaw ticked and I knew I was pissing him off.

	“Jennifer.”

	He only called me that when I crossed a line. I pretended to zip my mouth shut which only made him let out a frustrated sigh.

	“You know I understand why Dante calls you a brat.”

	“Hey, you’re not supposed to say stuff like that.”

	“And you’re deflecting.”

	I really hated it when he noticed when I didn’t want to talk about something. You really couldn’t get anything by Jensen.

	“Ugh, fine, I’ll tell Brent we can’t have sex any longer. Happy?”

	He held back a smile.

	“This isn’t about me. It’s about making you happy.”

	I crossed my arms over my chest. The thought of not having mind blowing orgasms was putting a damper on my mood. Still, Jensen’s advice was solid. Taking sex out of the equation would uncomplicate matters with Brent. I could set boundaries, couldn’t I?

	“Do you like being right all the time?”

	That made him actually smile.

	“Perhaps.”

	“Ugh, I don’t know how Fi puts up with you.”

	He shrugged a little.

	“That makes two of us.”

	I did know, of course. According to my sister, he was kind, caring, considerate, amazing with kids and gave her the best sex of her life. Even now, she wouldn’t give me all the dirty details. I suppose it might be a good thing since I didn’t want to picture the two of them in bed together.

	“Can we talk about something else now?”

	He nodded. My hour wasn’t up yet and we still had work to do. I wasn’t stupid. I knew I had a long way to go before I truly let go of everything keeping me from being happy in myself. A lifetime of abuse didn’t just disappear at the drop of a hat.

	It didn’t matter how long it took. One day, I’d be better and knowing that kept me going.

	***

	This event at Max’s offices was boring as hell. I might work in the fashion industry, but honestly, I could do without the people in it. Right now, I felt like Max’s arm candy. Oh yes, he was insisting on standing with me, his arm wrapped around my waist. The possessive gesture had me on edge. Like he was saying ‘this girl is mine so back off’ to any males who happened to be in the vicinity. I’d rather die than be Max’s girl. Being near him made my skin crawl.

	“Smile, Jennifer,” he hissed in my ear. “You’re meant to be enjoying yourself.”

	“Oh yes, because this event is so much fun.”

	I rolled my eyes and plastered a fake smile on my face. I’d rather be at home watching films with Brent. The irony of that statement was not lost on me. A few months ago, I’d have rather been put through a meat grinder than spend time with Brent, but things had changed.

	“Part of the agreement is you make it believable.”

	If I could punch Max in the face right now, I would. It wouldn’t go down well so I kept the smile on my face and nodded at him.

	“I’m trying.”

	The next thing I knew, there was a couple of photographers shoving cameras in our faces. What the fuck? Sure, I’d agreed to be his fake girlfriend and publicity would be involved, but why the hell did they have photographers inside their offices? When they’d left after I’d had to make it look like Max and I were the real deal, I turned to him.

	“What the hell?” I whispered.

	“What?”

	“Are we going to be splashed all over social media by tomorrow?”

	He shrugged, his blue eyes glinting.

	“Probably.”

	I hadn’t spoken to my family about this little development. I’d been hoping not to have to tell them I was ‘dating’ Max. Dante would probably lose his shit and ask me what I was playing at. Though, to be honest, for the past few months, he’d been so focused on Liora and her pregnancy, I didn’t think he’d noticed anything the rest of us were up to. It’s like Brent had said, if he had been on top form, he’d know something had happened between Brent and me.

	Still, I couldn’t hide this from my family forever. I could tell them it was for publicity since I doubted any of them would believe I’d willingly date Max Graves. They all knew my feelings about him. I’d made it very clear when we were teenagers and as far as I was concerned, nothing had changed. He was still a dick. The fact he was blackmailing me proved that.

	“You know my family won’t believe this.”

	“Just tell them it’s business.”

	I rolled my eyes and turned away, not wanting to have to engage in conversation with him further. It was enough he’d been in and out of Bensons for the past couple of weeks harassing me about shit. As if I didn’t know how to do my job properly. The dickhead had the audacity to tell me I needed to work on my people skills. I could be a little brash, but I wasn’t exactly impolite.

	Whatever. Max could just deal. As far as I was concerned, I was holding up my end of the bargain. I was at this stupid event and playing my part.

	“Being seen together acting like a couple is business? Yeah okay, they’ll totally buy that.”

	“I don’t want to have to keep reminding you of what will happen if you don’t convince them.”

	I bit the inside of my cheek and held back from telling him to go fuck himself. The consequences weren’t worth considering any further. Letting our family’s secrets come to light and knowing it would be my fault was too much. I didn’t like this responsibility falling on my shoulders. But I wasn’t selfish. Putting my family in jeopardy was the last thing I wanted.

	“I get it. I’m here and I’m trying in case you hadn’t noticed.

	“Try harder.”

	“What would you have me do, Max? Fawn all over you like some love sick puppy? I think not. No one would believe that for a second.”

	I did not fawn over men. If anything, I let them come to me. There was no way in hell I would allow any man to make me look weak or in need of saving. Not even Maximillian Graves. I could hold my own well enough.

	I leant over to him, placing my hand on his shoulder and let out a little giggle as if he’d said something funny. He’d not, but he’d told me to try harder. I wouldn’t fawn over him, but laughing at him, I could do that.

	He raised an eyebrow at me but didn’t comment. I hoped it meant he was happy with my attempt to make it look like I was having a good time. His hand around my waist tightened painfully and I gave him a hard look.

	“My parents are here,” he said quietly.

	I looked around, finding two people who looked exactly like Max approaching us. When I looked back at him, he had his own fake smile plastered on his face. He seemed a little flustered. Interesting. So his parents might well be a sticking point for him. I’d have to see how this played out.

	“Max, son, this is a wonderful event,” his mother said as they arrived in front of us.

	“And who is this lovely creature?” his father said, indicating me with his head.

	“Mother, father, this is Jennifer Benson. We’re in business together. Jennifer, Evelyn and Paul, my parents.”

	His mother raised an eyebrow.

	“Just business?”

	Max chuckled and squeezed me tighter.

	“Well, perhaps a little more.”

	I stuck my hand out and shook both of theirs.

	“It’s nice to meet you, Mr and Mrs Graves.”

	They spoke for several minutes, but I tuned them out since the conversation wasn’t about me until I heard his mother telling him to bring me to dinner soon. The thought of going to dinner with his stuck up family made me want to bolt. I hated small talk and that’s likely all I’d be dealing with. That and prying questions about what Max and I were to each other.

	When they left, saying it was lovely to meet me and hoped they’d see me again soon, I raised an eyebrow at Max.

	“You didn’t tell me I’d be meeting your parents tonight.”

	He shrugged.

	“You knew I wanted you around to placate my family.”

	“Do I really have to go to dinner at theirs?”

	He gave me a look.

	“Yes, Jennifer. That’s part of the deal.”

	I rolled my eyes. The very last thing I wanted to do. I was glad he didn’t expect me to bring him over to Dante’s. He’d met them all anyway. I hadn’t really had a chance to talk to Fi about it She’d been busy with her own extra work from Dante as had James. We were all working overtime since he still hadn’t come back into the office, although he was working from home thankfully.

	The rest of the evening passed painfully slow and by the time I escaped, I just wanted to curl up in bed. I had no such luck though. The moment I stepped into the house, the cats tried to run out the front door. I stopped them, slamming it shut behind me. They both gave me evils.

	“Don’t look at me like that you little shits. Liora would have an absolute fit if you escaped.”

	Okay, so I did like Sooty and Sweep. They were adorable, especially when they curled up next you on the sofa. They always spent the night on Dante and Liora’s bed though, much to his annoyance.

	“Who are you calling little shits?” Liora said, coming out of the kitchen, rubbing her stomach.

	“These two tried to run out the front door.” I pointed at the cats, rolling my eyes. “How are you feeling?”

	“Better, but your brother keeps wrapping me up in cotton wool. He won’t let me do anything.”

	I couldn’t help laughing. The way she looked so put out cracked me up.

	“Welcome to the club. The overprotective brother act got old years ago.”

	She waved me over, giving me a grin. She grabbed my hand when I approached and placed it on her stomach. I smiled when I felt the baby kick.

	“He’s been moving like crazy for an hour. I’ve been to the bathroom like three times.”

	“I can’t wait to meet him.”

	“I’m sure Logan can’t wait to meet his Aunty Jen too.”

	I put a hand on my mouth. They’d picked a name.

	“Logan?”

	“Logan Reid Benson.”

	I’d known for a while his middle name would be Reid as it was a family name. Her father was Angus Reid Stewart.

	“Ugh, he’s going to be the cutest baby in the world. I mean he has you and Dante as parents. How could he be anything but?”

	“I know it’s still a few weeks away, but I’m ready for him to get here.”

	They’d turned the bedroom next to theirs into a nursery already. Liora hadn’t wanted to redecorate it too much since it was the room Dante had designed for her, but they’d changed things around to accommodate a crib.

	“I think we all are.”

	“You look nice. Where were you?”

	I rolled my eyes.

	“Attending a do with our new investor since I have to keep him happy according to Dante.”

	It was more than that, but Liora didn’t need to know. She patted my arm.

	“I know it’s been shit with him being here all the time, but he appreciates it.”

	“Hmm, I’m sure.”

	She laughed and began to walk towards the stairs. She turned back when she reached the first step.

	“I hear you and Brent aren’t about to kill each other any longer.”

	I grimaced, wondering how to respond. Brent and I needed a conversation about where we stood, but I was too tired to deal with him right now.

	“Well, I still want to kill him sometimes.”

	She shook her head and continued up the stairs.

	“I’m glad you’re getting along at last.”

	I chose not to respond to her statement, especially since Brent stuck his head out of the kitchen door with a grin on his face.

	“What have you been telling her?” I asked.

	“Nothing.”

	I shook my head and turned away, intending to go upstairs to bed.

	“Where did you go tonight?”

	I was not in the mood for questions. Dealing with Max and his shit this evening had been enough.

	“Can we not? I’m tired.”

	I didn’t turn around, proceeding to the stairs. There were footsteps behind me.

	“Jen…”

	“What?”

	“Are you pissed off at me?”

	I stopped on the bottom step, looking over at him.

	“No.”

	“Then why don’t you want to talk?”

	I sighed, rubbing my face before I continued up the stairs. Why did he have to start with me right now?

	“Jen.”

	“What?”

	I felt him behind me, following me up the stairs. He didn’t say anything when we reached my bedroom door.

	“Seriously, Brent, what?”

	I opened the door before he could respond. What I didn’t expect was for him to follow me in there. The door closed behind us so I assumed it was his doing. I dumped my coat on a chair before slipping off my shoes. His hands rested on my shoulders and I stiffened.

	“Where were you?”

	“Out.”

	He leant over me, his arm coming around me to show me something on his phone. I looked at it, trying to work out why until I realised it was a picture of me and Max from earlier this evening on Instagram.

	“You want to explain this?”

	 

	
Chapter Ten

	Brent

	I wasn’t pissed off at her. I swore to myself I wasn’t but seeing her with another man, his arm wrapped around her made my heart fracture a little.

	“It’s nothing.”

	“It doesn’t look like nothing.”

	She batted my hand away and turned to face me. Her blue eyes were narrowed and her expression closed off.

	“It’s a work thing.”

	“Oh, I’m well aware you’re working with Max Graves. Dante made me do a background check on him.”

	The guy had checked out just fine, but I had a bad feeling about him. My gut told me he couldn’t be trusted. Dante told me to keep an eye on the situation. Especially since he seemed to be very interested in Jen. These photos proved I was right to be suspicious. What was she doing with him?

	“Then what are you questioning me about it for?”

	“This doesn’t look like a work thing.”

	Her eyes flashed.

	“And so what if it doesn’t? I don’t answer to you.”

	She spun on her heel and walked towards her wardrobe doors, tugging one open.

	“Are you with him?”

	It cut me to ask her that, but I had to. Not just for my sake but for the company too. She stilled, her back going ramrod straight.

	“Not that it’s any of your business but no, it’s a publicity thing.” She turned her head towards me. “Do you think I’d have allowed anything more to happen between you and me if I was?”

	That told me. I hadn’t meant to make it seem like I thought she’d cheated on this guy with me or anything. I was more worried about what she seemed to be getting herself into than whatever shit happened to be between us.

	“No, I’d never think that about you.”

	“Well, you’ve got your answer so you can leave now.”

	I took a step towards her.

	“You’re pissed.”

	She seemed to grit her teeth before letting out a huff.

	“I’ve had a long day.”

	I closed the distance, wanting to soothe her somehow. Stupid really. Resting my hands on her shoulders again, I dug my fingers in, massaging them a little. She didn’t push me away. After a moment, she let out a little groan.

	“You’re tense.”

	“No shit,” she muttered, arching back into my touch.

	I continued, working out the kinks in her shoulders and her neck.

	“Ugh, why do you have to be so good with your hands?”

	I couldn’t help smiling.

	“You can lie down and I’ll do your back, if you want.”

	“As nice as that sounds, I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

	She stepped away from me and proceeded to tug out her pyjamas from her wardrobe.

	“No?”

	I wasn’t asking for anything, just to make her feel better. She shut the door and walked around me. I turned, finding her dumping her stuff on the bed before starting to unbutton her blouse. I averted my eyes. I’d seen her naked, but it felt wrong to stare.

	“I had therapy today. Jensen said I had to learn how to be someone’s friend without it being sexual… so… Hello, guinea pig.”

	My head whipped back to her as she tugged on a t-shirt.

	“What?”

	“You, me, just friends, no sex.”

	“You told him what happened between us.”

	She nodded, unbuttoning her trousers. I couldn’t stop myself staring as she slipped them off. You could barely call the thin strips of elastic and fabric underwear. Her pert arse was on show and my cock instantly sprung up at the thought of my hands on her cheeks.

	Christ, fuck. This can’t be happening.

	“Client confidentiality prevents him from revealing what was said if that’s what you’re worried about.”

	“I wasn’t.”

	My feet carried me towards her, my fingers itching with the urge to touch her. I couldn’t be pissed since Jen needed someone to talk to considering she hadn’t mentioned it to Fi yet.

	“Well, he’s right. There’s a multitude of reasons why we shouldn’t be sleeping together, but I don’t want to go back to us hating each other so I figured we can try the friends thing.”

	I reached her, my hands curling around her waist and brushing over the bare skin between her t-shirt and barely-there knickers.

	“What are you doing?” she squeaked when I spun her around and tugged her against me, my hands finding her arse.

	Fuck she feels so good.

	“Not listening to advice or common sense,” I told her before I buried my face in her neck, breathing in her familiar Dior scent.

	She shoved her hands between us, trying to push me away. My lips trailed across her neck, revelling in the way she felt under my palms.

	“Brent!”

	Fuck knows where my brain was at, probably overtaken by my dick because I couldn’t stop. Seeing those photos of her with Max did anger me as much as I tried to deny it. Jen was mine. Another man touching her was entirely unacceptable.

	What the hell is wrong with you? She isn’t yours.

	“I don’t want to just be friends.”

	The words were out before I could stop them. She stilled, a small gasp leaving her lips.

	“I need to,” she whispered.

	My hands went to her knickers, tugging them down her legs before I pressed her onto the bed. I leant over her, my lips brushing against hers as she stared at me with wide eyes.

	“Are you sure?”

	“Yes.”

	“Then tell me to stop.”

	I could see the conflict in her expression.

	“Don’t make me do this.”

	“Say no.”

	I wished she would because then one of us wouldn’t be acting so recklessly. One of us wouldn’t be throwing caution to the wind. I needed Jen to be the strong one here because my self-control had left the building.

	“Fuck.”

	Her hands were on my face, dragging me down slightly to close the distance. Lips and tongues clashed with each other. Shit. Jen always tasted sweet. My hands went to my jeans, desperate to fill her with my cock. Christ, I was fucked up.

	She ripped my face off hers the next moment, panting as her blue eyes blazed.

	“No. No. We’re not doing this.”

	I froze. She said no.

	“I need you to be my friend,” she whispered. “I can’t move forward without this. Please. I just need us to be friends.”

	How on earth could I ever say no to that? I wouldn’t force her. Tears pricked at her eyes and my heart snapped. I reached up and stroked her hair back from her face.

	“Okay.”

	“Yeah?”

	“Yeah, Jen… friends.”

	Not what I wanted to say, but this would be better for both of us. I knew deep down somehow we had to pull back. To stop falling deeper into something we shouldn’t. Not just because I didn’t want to ever tell Dante, but this could never work. Not really. Jen wasn’t in the right place for anything more.

	I got off her and walked towards the door. If I stayed, things might escalate again.

	“Brent…” I paused by the door. “Thank you.”

	I couldn’t say a thing to that so I opened the door and walked out. Every step I took downstairs to my flat made my heart burn. I’d lied when I said we were friends. I couldn’t be her friend when I was in love with her. Not now I knew how it felt to fall asleep with her pressed against me.

	I had to try for Jen even though I knew it was impossible.

	You’re so royally fucked.

	***

	The next week left me feeling completely unprepared for the desolation which set in. Every night Jen came home and insisted on spending time with me. I couldn’t escape her. My heart physically hurt around her. It was made worse when she fell asleep with her head in my lap one evening when we were watching a stupid action flick. Liora had stuck her head in the living room, raising a single blonde eyebrow when she spied us. I’d just shrugged. So far, she hadn’t asked about it, but I think it had more to do with her preparing for the imminent arrival of Logan. A couple more weeks and we’d have a baby in the house.

	Jen was beating me at Mario Kart when my phone rang. I paused the race so I could answer it.

	“Cam.”

	“Oh god, Brent, everything has gone to shit.”

	I almost rolled my eyes. My sister was nothing if not overdramatic.

	“What happened this time?”

	I hadn’t spoken to her since our last phone call. I knew she’d forget all about what I’d said because Cam loved her selective memory.

	“Sid came around and started having a go at me over the kids. I need you, please. He wants to take the girls.”

	“What do you mean he wants to take them?”

	I stood up, frowning. Sid had never tried this shit before. Yeah, he was a piece of crap, but he wasn’t a fit parent for their daughters.

	“He said I’m not taking care of them like I should. What the fuck does he know about looking after three girls? He’s acting all crazy.”

	Cam sounded far more distressed than usual. As if the thought of someone taking her kids away was killing her. She might not always be the best mother to her kids, but she did love them.

	“Is he still there?”

	“Yes, he won’t fucking leave. The girls are terrified and Sid is having a go at Dad.”

	I rubbed my face. My dad didn’t need that sort of shit. Yeah, he was an alcoholic and barely looked after me and Cam once Mum left, but he was still my dad.

	“Okay, Cam. I’ll be there soon.”

	She hung up without thanking me. Not surprising since she never appreciated anything I did for her. If Sid was really giving her shit, I needed words with him.

	I turned to Jen, finding her blue eyes on me.

	“I have to go.”

	She jumped up from the sofa.

	“Why?”

	“My sister needs me.”

	She cocked her head to the side. I never talked about my family. Especially not to Jen. They were my problem and no one else’s.

	“Your sister…”

	“Yeah, look, I don’t have time to explain. I need to go.”

	I turned away, walking towards the door. She followed me.

	“I’ll come with you.”

	I almost stopped dead in my tracks.

	“No, you won’t.”

	Jen didn’t need to be involved in my family shit. Especially not if Sid was going off on one.

	“Why not?”

	“This is my shit to deal with.”

	She kept up with me as I descended the stairs.

	“We’re supposed to be friends. Friends help each other.”

	I stopped in the hallway when we reached the bottom, turning to her. She looked earnest but you never knew with Jen. Sometimes she hid her real feelings all too well.

	“You can’t help me with this.”

	“But—”

	“Jen, you’re not coming with me. My sister’s ex is harassing her and I need to go sort him out. You’ll get in the way.”

	She crossed her arms over her chest and scowled.

	“So what? You’re just going to confront this guy? Is that even safe?”

	Since when did Jen worry about my safety? Fuck, our relationship, friendship, whatever it was with each other had got so complicated.

	“I’ll be fine.”

	I walked over to the cupboard, pulling out a coat and shoving my feet into shoes. Jen put a hand on my arm. It made my skin prickle. Her touching me had become a serious issue. It just made me want her even more and I couldn’t have her.

	“Please let me come. I won’t get in the way.”

	I sighed, shrugging my coat on. If I knew anything about Jen, it was that she didn’t back down from much. I really didn’t need her acting like this right now.

	“I don’t want you there.”

	“Why not?”

	“You don’t need to see what I grew up with, Jen, okay?”

	“I beg to differ. You think I’ll see you differently or something? I won’t.”

	Jen had no idea what kind of shit I’d lived with. It wasn’t a part of my life I shared with Dante so why would I want to with her?

	Jen’s different. You love her.

	I told my brain to shove it.

	“Christ, fine.”

	It was stupid to agree but arguing with Jen was absolutely futile. She grinned and grabbed her trainers. I went down to my flat and tugged out an overnight bag, packing some clothes in case this went on longer than expected. I’d told Jen to do the same. Probably a good thing it was Friday night. Sometimes I had to stay to make sure everything was okay with Cam, Dad and the kids, usually at whatever hotel I could find which had rooms available.

	“So why is her ex harassing her?” she asked when we were in the car and had set off.

	I’d fired a text off to Dante before we left, failing to mention I had his sister with me. I think he’d cottoned on to the fact Jen and I had settled our differences. How he felt about that, I didn’t know. And whether Liora had told him about Jen falling asleep on me or not remained to be seen.

	“He wants the kids apparently.”

	I saw her peering at me out of the corner of my eye.

	“She has kids?”

	“Six of them by three different guys.”

	There was no point hiding it from Jen. She’d see the estate I grew up on soon enough and the four bedroomed house Cam shared with our dad. It was overcrowded, but the council wouldn’t rehouse them due to the shortage of housing stock. Fucked up if you ask me, but I tried to help them the best way I could. Cam and Dad didn’t work, living solely off handouts from the government and the money I sent them on a monthly basis.

	“I didn’t know you were an uncle.”

	“There’s a lot you don’t know about me.”

	“Then tell me so I know what I’m walking into.”

	For the next ten minutes I explained about my sister, her kids and their three fathers. I didn’t mention my absentee mother or my alcoholic father. I had no idea how Cam would react to me bringing Jen. She was my employer’s sister. Cam would likely want to know what I was playing at since I rarely discussed what I did with her. All she cared about was the money I sent, not how I acquired it. I mean, she knew I worked for Dante and him being my friend, but the rest was none of her business.

	“Where are we going anyway?”

	“Essex.”

	“I thought you grew up in London.”

	I shook my head.

	“I never said that.”

	“You don’t say very much about yourself yet you know everything about my family.”

	I stifled a sigh. It happened to be my job to know so I could deal with any threats to the Bensons. It might look like all I did was spend my time with Liora and keeping house for Dante, but that was far from the case. Monitoring their public image, background checks on employees along with protecting their secrets. Yeah, I did a lot more than just take care of their household.

	“I had a shit hand dealt to me and I don’t like talking about it.”

	“Does Dante know?”

	“Not really.”

	I felt her staring at me, but I kept my eyes on the road.

	“Will you tell me?”

	“You’re going to see where I grew up, that should tell you enough.”

	I wished I hadn’t agreed to let her tag along with me. Why she even wanted to come was a mystery. Was it really because she was trying to be a friend to me? I’d be worrying about her the entire time. Sid wasn’t a violent person, but I didn’t know what we were going to walk into. I hoped Cam was telling me the truth and not just trying to get me home for some other stupid as shit reason. It wouldn’t be the first time.

	The rest of the journey was silent. Jen put the radio on and sat back, staring out the window. I kept glancing at her, just wanting to see her face. Did she want to know me? She’d never wanted anything to do with me before. Did that night we slept together the first time really change everything for her? I thought it had, but Jen sometimes kept herself locked up so tight, you could never really tell.

	I pulled up outside Cam’s house on the estate I grew up on. It hadn’t changed much in the past twelve years since I’d left. There was still graffiti everywhere, smashed glass on the street and teenagers lurking in the dark alleyways, smoking, getting high, drunk or a combination of all three. The buildings weren’t well maintained. Some of them had boarded up windows and broken furniture in the front gardens.

	I got out of the car and went around to Jen who was looking around with wide eyes.

	“Stay close to me,” I told her as I took her hand and walked up to Cam’s front door, banging on it. I didn’t trust people in this area.

	The door opened a few minutes later and Kyle stood there with his hair ruffled and his glasses perched on his nose. I’d bought those for him last time he had an eye test, which I’d taken him to since his mother had decided she couldn’t be bothered. Kyle was the smart one and I tried to help him as much as I could. He didn’t need to end up staying in this shithole for the rest of his life. I wanted more for him and Cam’s other kids.

	“Shouldn’t you be in bed?” I asked.

	“Can’t sleep with Mum shouting,” he told me, shrugging as he stepped back to allow me and Jen in.

	“Where is she?”

	“Kitchen.”

	He eyed Jen for a moment as he shut the door behind us. I didn’t need to ask where his mum was because I could hear her screaming. I sighed.

	“Are the girls and Kayden okay?”

	“Yeah, they’re in bed.”

	“And Billy?”

	Kyle shrugged. It didn’t surprise me Cam’s eldest was a no show. He was likely hanging out with the older kids and getting in trouble yet again.

	“All right, upstairs with you, okay? I’ll sort your mum and Sid out.”

	He nodded, glancing at Jen again before ambling off towards the stairs. If we stayed the night, I’d introduce her to the kids tomorrow. Right now, I had more important things to do.

	Jen was still clutching my hand as we moved along the hallway and into the kitchen. There we found Sid and Cam going at it.

	“Stay here,” I told Jen, letting go of her hand.

	I glanced back, finding her wide eyed and a little trepidation in her expression. I knew I shouldn’t fucking well have brought her here. Who knew what she thought about me knowing I came from this bullshit. Turning back, I found Cam and Sid had quietened and were staring at me.

	“What the fuck, Cam? Why is he here?” Sid grunted.

	“I’ve warned you not to come around and get in my sister’s face on several occasions,” I replied, walking over to him. “Why are you here?”

	“I want my girls.”

	“And why is that?”

	“You think they deserve to live in this fucking dump? She don’t even look after them properly. Their clothes barely fucking fit them.”

	I clenched my fists. Yeah, Cam might not give the girls everything they needed, but they were better off with her than Sid any day.

	“And what, Sid? You think you can do better?”

	He puffed his chest up which was laughable considering he was at least a head shorter than me.

	“Yeah, I do.”

	“How about you go take it up with the courts? You know as well as I do she has full custody. You can barely hold a job down let alone look after three girls. Cam’s trying, but you, you just piss away all your dole money on whatever high you’re chasing.”

	Yeah, the reason I’d told Cam to kick Sid to the curb happened to be because he was a fucking drug addict. The piece of shit didn’t deserve to see his daughters let alone have them full time. It was clear he hadn’t kicked his habit. His eyes were glassy and he kept scratching his arm where he had several scars from all the heroin he kept shooting up.

	“Fuck you, Brent. What the hell do you know?”

	“I know you’re leaving this house right now before I make you.”

	He tried to get up in my face but I put a hand on his shoulder and pushed him back. The little shit was trying my patience. It wouldn’t be the first time my fist landed in his face for trying to come at my sister.

	“You think you’re such a big man, don’t you? Living it up in the city, flashing your cash whilst your sister fucks about with dickheads like Manny Smith and keeps pumping out kids like nobody’s business.”

	I clenched my jaw, grabbing him by the t-shirt and hustling him towards the front door.

	“You don’t know a single fucking thing about me. I suggest you keep your mouth shut. If I find out you’ve come around to harass my sister or my dad again, you won’t like the consequences.”

	He struggled in my grasp but I managed to get him to the front door and throw him out of the house.

	“Stay away from Cam and the kids, Sid. I mean it.”

	He stuck his middle finger up at me before walking backwards up the street. Idiot needed to learn he couldn’t just come here and start trouble. I slammed the front door shut, taking a deep breath and wishing I didn’t have to deal with this kind of shit for Cam on a regular basis.

	When I got back into the kitchen, Cam was glaring at Jen like she wanted nothing more than to tear Jen’s hair out.

	“Who the fuck is this, Brent?”

	 

	
Chapter Eleven

	Jennifer

	Brent stepped in front of me, putting himself between me and his sister. I had no idea what just happened, but I’d never seen Brent so worked up before. There was a second there where I thought he might punch his sister’s ex in the face. To be honest, it sounded like the guy deserved it. Did Brent have to deal with this kind of thing regularly?

	“Dante’s sister, Jen.”

	“Your boss? Why the fuck did you bring her up here? What’s she got to do with this?”

	“Quit with the attitude, Cam. I came and Sid’s gone, that’s what you wanted.”

	Brent’s sister looked like she’d been through a hard life. You could tell they were related. They had the same hair colour and eyes, but hers were dull and lifeless. She had nicotine stained teeth and nails. Her greasy hair hung limp around her shoulders as if she hadn’t washed it in weeks. I wasn’t judging but seeing Cam and this place made it very clear why he didn’t want me to come with him.

	“I don’t need you coming around here with some rich whore.”

	I stepped around Brent. I didn’t care if this was his sister, no one was going to get away with calling me a whore.

	“Excuse me, what did you just call me?”

	Brent tucked an arm around me and pulled me into his side. I looked up at him, finding his hazel eyes full of irritation.

	“Camilla Coleman, you’re going to take that back and apologise to Jen right now or so fucking help me, I will walk out and you won’t see another penny from me. Do you understand?”

	His sister crossed her arms over her chest and continued to glare at me. Well, holy shit. Did he mean that? My heart skipped a beat. Guys didn’t really come to my defence very often so this was something new for me. I was used to having to stand up for myself.

	“Yeah, right, as if you’d ever walk out on your own family.”

	“Watch me.”

	He turned us around and started towards the door. I wanted to ask him what the hell was going on, but his expression told me saying anything right now would only make it worse.

	“Where are you going?”

	“Home.”

	“You can’t just leave.”

	He ignored her and continued to pull me down the hallway towards the front door.

	“Brent!”

	I could hear footsteps behind us so I assumed his sister was following.

	“Are you sure we should go?” I asked quietly.

	“I’m not letting her talk to you like that.”

	“But she’s your sister.”

	He looked down at me with a frown as we reached the front door.

	“Cam needs to learn some fucking manners.”

	I wasn’t going to refute that. His sister didn’t seem like the type to say please or thank you. Even I was polite to people I’d just met regardless of my first impressions of them. And I certainly didn’t go around calling them whores.

	“Brent, please, I’m sorry,” Cam cried out from behind us.

	His hand stilled on the door handle.

	“You should be apologising to Jen, not me.”

	“Fuck, fine, I’m sorry I called you a whore, I didn’t mean it.”

	Brent turned us back around. Cam looked thunderous, but at least she’d said sorry even if it didn’t particularly sound genuine.

	“What is this anyway? Is she your girlfriend or something?”

	“No, we’re friends.”

	Cam rolled her eyes, her expression betraying her disbelief.

	“Then why’d you bring her?”

	“Because I did. Was Sid right? Have the girls grown out of their clothes?”

	She shrugged, looking down at her nails.

	“Yes.”

	Brent stiffened next to me.

	“Why the fuck didn’t you tell me?”

	“You told me not to call you unless it was an emergency.”

	“For fuck’s sake, you can’t let your kids go without, Cam. It’s not acceptable.”

	She glared at him before letting out a hacking cough.

	“Money’s tight. You know that.”

	He sighed, his arm tightening around me. I wondered why he hadn’t let go. I felt safe next to him so I wasn’t going to pull away. The way his sister kept giving me evils put me on edge. I hadn’t done anything except want to be here for Brent’s sake. I was trying to be a friend to him like Jensen told me to. That meant getting to know him and helping him when he needed it. I felt like this was one of those times.

	“It wouldn’t be if you didn’t fund your forty a day habit with what I give you and waste it on other shit you don’t need.”

	She didn’t respond, just shrugged again as if what he said meant nothing to her.

	“I’m going to pop in on Dad then Jen and I are leaving. We’ll be back tomorrow morning to take the girls to town and sort them out, got it?”

	“Fine, whatever. Their uncle saves the fucking day yet again.”

	“Watch your fucking mouth, Cam.”

	She scowled at him, but he ignored her, tugging me towards a door a few feet away. We entered a living room and an older man sat in a reclining armchair with a can of cider in his hand watching the TV with the volume up loud. He didn’t look up, but Brent let go of me and squatted down in front of him.

	“Hey Dad.”

	The older man turned towards Brent, giving him a nod.

	“Sid still here?”

	“No. How’s things?”

	“Same old.”

	He glanced over at me, his hazel eyes narrowing a little. Brent straightened and put a hand out to me. I walked over and stood next to him.

	“You remember I told you about Dante? This is his sister, Jen.”

	“Hello love.”

	“Hi Mr Coleman.”

	He gave me a nod before turning back to the TV. Brent took my hand and led me away. He didn’t say goodbye to his sister, merely took me back out to the car. He locked the doors after we got in. Pulling out his phone, he spent the next few minutes on it before setting off.

	“I think I understand why you didn’t want me to come with you,” I said after a long moment of silence.

	“Yeah, well, now you know what I came from.”

	The resentment in his voice made my gut twist.

	“You think that makes me see you differently?”

	He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel, a scowl etched into his features.

	“I have no fucking idea what you think of me any longer.”

	Was his irritation directed at me or was he still annoyed with his sister? Either way, I wasn’t about to let him take it out on me.

	“Are you pissed off at me?”

	He glanced over, eyes dark and the sight of them made me flinch.

	“Why would I be pissed? You didn’t give me any choice but to agree to let you come with me, you blow hot and cold on me every five minutes and I have no fucking clue what you want from me.”

	The thing is, I didn’t really know either. A part of me wanted to be his friend, but the other part wanted something else from him. Something I wasn’t willing to admit. If my life wasn’t so fucking complicated then perhaps I could allow myself to feel the things I did for Brent. But I wasn’t ready for that. Wasn’t prepared to let him in. I didn’t trust myself not to fuck it all up further. Therapy helped, but I wasn’t better yet. Not by a long shot.

	And then there was all the shit with Max. That made it all worse.

	“I told you, I want to be friends.”

	He didn’t respond to what I’d said and we spent the rest of the journey in silence. When we pulled up outside a hotel, he got out and grabbed our bags from the boot. He waited for me to get out before locking the car. I followed him in and waited whilst he spoke to the receptionist but didn’t pay much attention to what either of them were saying.

	Brent tugged my arm to get my attention and indicated the stairs with his head. We walked up together and along the hallway until he stopped outside a room and unlocked it.

	“Wait, are we staying together?”

	“Yes.”

	I walked in with him, frowning.

	“Why?”

	“Mostly because I want to keep an eye on you.”

	“How many times do I have to tell you I can take care of myself?”

	Okay, so I wasn’t really annoyed about that part. More because he’d got us a double room so I’d have to sleep next to him. And yes, I’m well aware I’d done that on a few occasions, but we were supposed to be doing the friends thing.

	“Don’t argue with me about this, Jen.”

	“Couldn’t you have at least got us a twin room?”

	“They didn’t have any.”

	I wasn’t sure whether I believed him or not. Instead of pressing the subject, I grabbed my bag from him and stomped into the bathroom to get changed, cursing myself inwardly for insisting on coming on this trip with him. Why hadn’t I just stayed at home? I didn’t want to be alone. Liora and Dante had gone to bed early. I thought I’d at least have got to spend the evening with Brent without interruptions. No such luck.

	I got ready for bed quickly and by the time I walked back out into the bedroom, he’d stripped out of his own clothes and was folding back the covers. I tried not to look too hard at his bare chest and the heat which flooded my veins at the sight of it. Chucking my bag on the desk, I got in whilst he went into the bathroom. When he came out, I was flicking through the TV channels.

	“Not tired?” he asked as he slipped in next to me.

	“I am, but I didn’t know if you were.”

	“I could do with some sleep.”

	I flipped off the TV, put the remote on the bedside table and switched off the lamp. For several long minutes, the two of us lay there in silence. I fidgeted. Having him next to me in bed reminded me of things I should’ve left in the past. Except I couldn’t stop those memories flooding back no matter how hard I tried.

	“Brent?”

	“Yes?”

	“Do you want to fuck?”

	“What?”

	“You heard me.”

	What the fuck happened to just friends, Jen?

	“Are you serious right now?”

	“Perfectly.”

	He let out a long sigh.

	“This is exactly what I meant by blowing hot and cold with me. I’m not doing this with you anymore.”

	I turned over on my side and stared at him. It was dark so his features were hard to make out.

	“I don’t know what I want,” I whispered.

	“Then work it the fuck out and stop asking for things I can’t give you.”

	I felt the sting of his words coursing through me, making me realise just how fucked up it was for me to keep doing this with him. Like I hadn’t told myself enough times to stop thinking about him. To stop craving his touch. To stop wanting it to be more when it couldn’t.

	“I’m sorry.”

	I turned over and pulled the covers higher, holding them to my chest. Just another fucked up thing I needed to talk to Jensen about. Another part of me I had to fix. I was tired of being broken. Tired of healing all of my old wounds only to find new ones had opened. And I was really tired of feeling like nothing I did was right. That all of my decisions were somehow ruining things for everyone else around me.

	“Jen…”

	“It’s fine. I get it. I’m just acting fucked up and crazy and you really don’t need that.”

	I felt him shift before his hand curled around my waist and he pressed his chin to my shoulder.

	“You’re not acting fucked up or crazy.”

	“No? Then why do I always feel like I am?”

	His hand trailed up my side before he tucked his fingers under my chin and turned my face towards him.

	“You’re not fucked up.”

	“I wish I could believe you. I can’t even manage to be friends with you without fucking it up. I don’t know how to be normal. I’m not good at any of this.”

	He stroked my cheek, making my skin prickle. I felt all of his warmth and it was soothing. My heart ached with longing. A longing I didn’t want to acknowledge.

	“I like you the way you are, Jen. Flaws and all. You don’t have to be someone else.”

	I felt like my steel fortress had been torn down in that moment. I was just a girl. And Brent was just a boy. One I liked very much. After all this time, I finally saw him for who he was and it wasn’t the dickhead I’d called him for twelve years. No, Brent was nice and he cared a great deal about those who meant something to him.

	So I turned around properly and faced him. I could feel his eyes on me in the dark. It wasn’t me who made the first real move, however, that was all him. His hand fell to my waist and curled under my t-shirt, brushing across my bare skin.

	“Don’t I? Why do I keep getting everything wrong then? I’m exhausted and I feel broken…” I put my hand on his chest. “…right here. I’m trying so hard with therapy but nothing I do feels good enough. That’s not Jensen’s fault though. He keeps telling me it’ll take time and I need to stop pushing myself so much. I don’t know how to mend all my broken pieces.”

	I’d never admitted that out loud. How broken I felt. Not even to Jensen. What Dad did ruined me. And no matter how many times I wrote down what I wanted to say to him, it didn’t make me feel any less angry. I’d been so positive after the nightmares stopped, but now I realised it was only one small step on my journey to recovery.

	“I try to stay positive but I’m all alone in this.”

	His hand on my waist tightened.

	“Have you told Fi you feel like this?”

	“No. She’s never around anymore and I don’t want to burden her.”

	“You’re not a burden on her or anyone else. Why would you think that?”

	I almost scoffed.

	“Yeah right, like you even wanted me here in the first place.”

	His thumb trailed over my bare skin and I shivered. I used to hate how much his touch affected me, but now, I’d accepted there was some kind of weird pull between me and him. Besides, I knew I affected him just as much. He couldn’t hide it from me.

	“I didn’t want you to see where I grew up or my family not because I don’t want you to know me. I just hate this place. I hate coming here with all its reminders. My childhood sucked, Jen. Mum left us when I was nine and Cam was six. Dad has been drinking his life away ever since. Cam had Billy when she was sixteen and by the time Kyle came along, I’d found a way out of this shit. Cam resents me for leaving even though I help her and Dad financially. That’s why she had a go at you, to get back at me. She always pulls this shit.”

	I’d never look down on someone because of where they came from. It didn’t matter to me Brent had clearly been raised on a council estate nor that his family still lived there. Didn’t change who he was just because he came from a deprived background. I might have grown up privileged with money, but I’d had a shit childhood too. Who was I to judge?

	“She’s jealous of what you have.”

	“She’s stuck in the cycle and doesn’t want to pull herself out yet she somehow makes out like all of this is my fault.”

	“It’s not. Don’t let her make you feel bad because you wanted more from life.”

	He let out a long and hollow sigh.

	“I’ve looked after Cam her whole life, she expects me to come running to fix all her problems. She never learnt to stand on her own two feet.”

	“Hey, that’s not your fault.”

	“Isn’t it? I let her become dependent on me.”

	He couldn’t blame himself for his sister’s actions. It made him a good person, wanting to keep his family safe that is.

	“You know, you and Dante are more alike than I realised except I hate how interfering he is.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“Overprotective, wanting to take everything on your own shoulders, fix everyone else’s problems… sound familiar?”

	He let out a snort.

	“Okay, I guess you have a point.”

	“Speaking of Dante, did you tell him I came with you?”

	“No.”

	I traced lines with my fingertips along his chest, unable to help myself. It felt like forever since I’d last touched him like this. Felt his bare skin against mine.

	Who am I kidding? Brent and I will never just be friends. I can’t turn off my feelings for him.

	“And here I thought he told you to keep an eye on me for him.”

	“I thought that’s what I was doing.”

	“Aren’t you reporting on my movements to him?”

	“No, whatever you might think of your brother, he’s not interested in violating your privacy. He just wants to know you’re okay.”

	I leant closer to him until I was just a whispers breath away from his face.

	“Are you going to tell him I’m not after what I said to you?”

	“I don’t tell him what we talk about.”

	“Then what do you tell him?”

	His hand moved higher under my t-shirt, his fingers trailing over my ribcage.

	“Not much. His focus is on Liora and the baby, not what you, Fi and James are doing. As long as you don’t fuck up with the company in his absence, he’s got more important things on his mind.”

	That was true. Dante had a one track mind at the moment. He barely spent time with anyone except Liora.

	“Is he okay?”

	“He’s stressed. I don’t think the pregnancy has been easy on him for many reasons.”

	“I know Liora’s not been so well through some of it, but what else could he be stressing out about?”

	Brent’s hand on my side stilled.

	“I can’t talk to you about it.”

	“Why not?”

	“D’s secrets aren’t mine to tell.”

	I was going to press him, but I stopped. Prying out my brother’s secrets via his best friend was fucked up and wrong. I couldn’t do that to Brent or Dante.

	“Is he talking though? Not bottling it all up like he usually does.”

	“Sometimes. You know how D is.”

	Dante had always been the stoic one with the most to hide. He kept himself locked up tight, only allowing a few people close to him in. Even though he knew most of mine and Fi’s secrets, he never really shared his own with us. I swear James knew more about Dante’s life than I did. I guess sometimes it bothered me, but I’d always had Fi. Now, she was all loved up with Jensen and I was left with no one.

	Well… I had Brent, so I guess I had someone even if he wasn’t the someone I expected.

	“You know it’s kind of ironic he insisted on Fi and I getting therapy when it’s clear he needs it himself.”

	“I wouldn’t tell him that, he’d likely tell you to get lost and stay out of his business.”

	I almost laughed. Dante would go apeshit. He might interfere in our lives, but he sure as hell didn’t like anyone trying to interfere in his.

	“Have you tried?”

	“No, I’m not stupid. Trying to tell him to do anything is like taking your life in your own hands. You think you have a temper, but when D gets pissed, he really loses his shit. You’re lucky you’ve never really been on the receiving end of it.”

	Sure, I’d seen Dante angry in the past, but he’d never lost his temper with me, Fi or James.

	“Has Liora?”

	“Most definitely, but she’s also the only person in the world who can calm him down. She gives him solace. Honestly, getting those two to admit their feelings was a nightmare back when she first came here. The two of them are stubborn as fuck.”

	“I can well imagine.”

	Was I being just as stubborn? Refusing to admit how I felt even to myself? I didn’t want to think about it. I did too much of that.

	My fingers trailed lower, dancing across his stomach. I felt him tense and let out a breath which fluttered across my face.

	“Jen…” he whispered, his tone laced with warning.

	Even so, his hand crept higher until he cupped my breast, his thumb running over the nub. If he thought we could stop now, he was sorely mistaken. His touch was utterly maddening. Fire burnt in my veins, growing hotter by the second.

	“Please,” I breathed.

	“Christ, fuck this.”

	His mouth crashed against mine, his tongue pressing against my lips and demanding I let him in. His hand left my breast, crushing me to him before he rolled us over so I was on top of him. My hips ground against his, making him moan in my mouth. The sound spurred me on. My hands went to his boxers, tugging at them as he tried to rip my t-shirt off me. Our kiss broke momentarily as clothes flew in all directions, then his lips were back on mine and his hands holding my face so he could devour me.

	I ground against him, coating his length in my arousal. Fuck did I want to feel him inside me. It’d been too long. Far too fucking long. Sometimes I wished sex with him wasn’t the best I’d ever had so I didn’t keep wanting what I shouldn’t have.

	One of his hands left my face and gripped his cock, angling it upwards so I could sink down on him. I almost choked out a loud groan in his mouth the moment the head of his cock pressed inside me. No one filled me quite like he did. No one felt this good. No one had ever made me crave them with such wild intensity.

	He let go of his cock and placed his hand on my thigh, pushing me down so I’d take all of him. How could I ever think I could live without this? How could I take sex off the table when all I wanted was to fuck Brent again and again? He made me feel safe and wanted. Wanted in a way I’d never felt before. He liked me. I mean really liked me. It wasn’t just about sex with him. I could talk to him and he didn’t belittle my feelings. When we were together, I didn’t feel inadequate.

	“I’ve missed this,” I whispered. “I’ve missed you.”

	I took his hands, lacing my fingers with his as I pressed them against the bed. Staring down at him as I rocked back and forth on his length, I knew there was no going back. We weren’t friends. We were more.

	“Jen…”

	“Don’t say it. I know all the reasons why we can’t do this.”

	“What do you want from me?”

	My heart was in my mouth. If I admitted it then this would be real. I wouldn’t be able to take it back. He’d know the truth.

	“No labels. Just this. You and me. I don’t want to feel guilty for sleeping with you or wanting to be near you.” I just want you, Brent. All of you. But that part I can’t tell you.

	He was silent for a long moment.

	“I don’t want to keep lying to D. You know how it felt when Fi kept her relationship with Jensen from you. How is this any different?”

	It wasn’t. How could we do this to Dante? Lie to him like this. It hadn’t really hit me before. I mean I knew I shouldn’t lie to my brother but hearing the pain in Brent’s voice made it real.

	“It’s not,” I whispered.

	“Then you understand why I can’t say yes. Why I can’t give you what you’re asking for.”

	I didn’t realise how much a human heart could hurt until he said those words. It burnt, fractured and broke. The shards embedded into my ribcage.

	He wouldn’t pick me over my brother.

	The person I wanted.

	I couldn’t have.

	Not in the way I needed.

	And all of me really needed this man.

	“I do.”

	“I’m sorry, Jen. You have no idea how much.”

	“We can’t keep doing this.”

	“No.”

	I let go of his hands and kissed him, holding back the tears which threatened to spill out as I moved against him. His hands went to my hips, encouraging me to ride him harder. And when we both reached that final peak, my heart broke further. I had no idea how I would glue those tiny pieces back together.

	When I was sure he’d fallen asleep afterwards, I crept into the bathroom and sat on the lid of the toilet. Silent tears fell down my face as I stuck my fist in my mouth to hold back a sob.

	I’d gone and done something stupid.

	I’d caught feelings for my brother’s best friend.

	And the knowledge he’d never be mine hurt worse than I could’ve ever imagined.

	 

	
Chapter Twelve

	Brent

	Did I feel like the world’s biggest arsehole in regard to Jen right now?

	You fucking bet.

	I knew I’d hurt her. I shouldn’t have given in and slept with her again. She just did shit to me. Made me so crazy for her. I loved the girl to pieces. She meant the world to me, but I couldn’t risk my friendship with Dante. The Bensons were family to me. We were closer than I was to my own. So yeah, that made me a dick for ever starting down this road with Jen.

	She’d been quiet when we had breakfast and it remained that way after we checked out and headed over to Cam’s. The girls were jumping up and down when we got there, excited to be spending the day with me. Crystal, Jaqueline and April were all under ten. They were good girls. They might be boisterous and mouthy at times, but they never gave me any attitude. Then again, I never really allowed the kids to get away with any shit with me.

	Jen and I had taken them around several shops to outfit them. She’d been smiling then, helping them pick out clothes which suited their personalities. Jen in her element was a sight to behold. The efficiency in which she looked through the racks and hustled the girls into the changing rooms made me fucking proud. She had no idea of the hold she had on me nor how she commanded a room with her presence. I couldn’t tell her how I really felt and it killed me.

	She kept smiling at me as if to tell me she liked my nieces. I appreciated her being here and helping them. For the first time since we’d left Dante’s, I didn’t regret bringing her with me. Fuck knows I would’ve been useless without her.

	We took them to lunch before dropping them back home. They’d stormed up the stairs, yelling about how much fun they’d had, which I don’t think Cam was too impressed with, but I didn’t care. The kids had clothes which fit them and it was all that mattered.

	We’d popped in to see Dad again, but as usual, he had a can of cider in his hand with his attention on the TV. I’d given up trying to get him out of the house and off the alcohol a long time ago. He didn’t want to help himself.

	Jen’s silence on the way home spoke volumes. The dark cloud hanging over us, a suffocating presence I couldn’t get rid of, weighed heavily on me. I wanted to reach out to her, tell her I’d give her what she needed from me. The iron bars separating us and the guilt I felt held me back. Kept me from being with her in the way I’d always wanted.

	We were only minutes away from the house, when I finally broke the tense atmosphere.

	“Thank you… for helping me with the girls.”

	“It’s okay,” she muttered, not looking at me.

	“Look, Jen, I—”

	“You made yourself very clear last night. I don’t want to talk about it again. It’d only be us going around in circles.”

	We were stopped at traffic lights so I reached over and put a hand on her arm. She flinched at the contact.

	“I never wanted to hurt you.”

	“Too fucking bad. The damage is already done.”

	Her words made me feel helpless. I retracted my hand as the lights changed and turned into our road. When I pulled up, Jen already had her hand on the door handle.

	“Don’t hate me, please,” I said quietly.

	She looked back at me after she opened the door, her blue eyes filled with unshed tears.

	“I let you in, Brent,” she whispered. “I let you in like you wanted and I thought you’d let me in too. That’s not what hurts the most. You think there has to be a choice between me and Dante, but you’re wrong. And the fact you can’t see that…” She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. I don’t hate you. I just hate I allowed you in enough so you had the power to hurt me.”

	She got out of the car and slammed the door. She shut me out and I couldn’t say I didn’t deserve it. Her words whirled around my head. Was I really looking at this all wrong? The thing is I couldn’t imagine Dante not wanting to hit me in the face for getting involved with his sister. Dante knew me better than anyone. He’d suspect the truth. That I’d always had feelings for Jen. How could he not hate me for it considering Jen had been fifteen back then? She might have been only days away from turning sixteen, but how could it be anything but wrong to want a girl who was underage the day we met?

	I shook myself and got out of the car, grabbing our bags from the boot and following Jen in the house. The man himself was coming down the stairs with a frown etched on his face as Jen stormed by him up to her room. He reached the bottom step as I closed the front door.

	“You care to explain why my sister looks like she’s either about to burst into tears or kill someone?”

	“You know Jen.”

	“What did you do?”

	“Me?”

	He raised an eyebrow, waving a hand at me.

	“Well, it’s clear you took her with you to your sister’s although fuck knows why.”

	“You have met Jen, right? She doesn’t take no for an answer.”

	He shook his head. I dropped our bags down by the door and followed him into the kitchen, knowing this conversation was far from over.

	“How’s your family?”

	“Same as usual. Causing unnecessary trouble.”

	He smirked and rolled his eyes before opening the fridge.

	“What’s up with you and Jen, then? You’ve been spending a lot of time with her.”

	I leant against the counter and folded my arms across my chest.

	“She’s lonely, D. You do remember that’s why she moved back in with you, right?”

	He tugged a bunch of stuff out of the shelves and dumped it on the counter next to him. So he was in charge of dinner tonight. Didn’t surprise me considering how close to giving birth Liora was. Besides, he could whip up something decent when he put his mind to it. He just preferred to let Liora run the household.

	“I do. Just didn’t think you and her would finally put aside your differences.”

	“I guess burying the hatchet seemed better than constantly bickering. Besides, I remember someone telling me to keep an eye on her.”

	He sighed and ran his hand along the back of his neck.

	“I do worry about her, but Jen’s always been so stubborn and independent. Didn’t think she’d want her older brother hanging around her all the time.”

	“She misses Fi more than she lets on. Don’t think it would hurt if you spent more time with her.”

	“She tell you that?”

	I shook my head. There were many things Jen had told me, but none of them I was about to reveal to her brother. No matter what had happened between Jen and me, I wouldn’t betray her trust like that.

	“No, I think she’s feeling left out now the rest of you are coupled up, you know.”

	“Hmm… Jen’s never really done the relationship thing, but I can see why it might bother her. I don’t know what to do, it’s not like I can replace Fi for her or anything. No one can.”

	Jen wants that from you, idiot, not her brother. She wants you to be her friend, but she wants more too and you’re too scared to give it to her.

	I hated myself for it. I wanted so much to be Jen’s everything and yet risking everything for her felt like a step too far. What if it didn’t work out? What if I wrecked not only my friendship with Dante but my source of income and my home only for me to be left with nothing at all? Jen didn’t understand the full picture. How could I tell her I’d loved her this whole time? That she’d been the only woman to haunt my every waking moment. How these last few months having touched her, felt her and got to know her more had only deepened my feelings. Jen would always be permanently etched on my heart.

	I was about to respond when Jen herself walked into the kitchen. I swear my eyes just about popped out of my head. Jen had somehow in a very short space of time transformed herself from jeans and a t-shirt to a knee-length almost sheer black dress, her hair up in a ballerina bun with sky-high black heels adorning her feet. She looked stunning. My heart ached at the sight of her. I wanted so much to take her in my arms, hold on to her and never let go.

	“I’m going out,” she declared, making Dante frown when he turned to look at her.

	“Don’t you want dinner?”

	“No thanks.”

	“I thought we could all watch a film or something.”

	“Sorry to disappoint. Maybe tomorrow night.”

	Her eyes raked over me for a moment and a flash of pain appeared across her features before her face cleared. Well fuck. Was she going because of me? Hell, did I want to march her back upstairs and make her change out of that. Not only did the sight of her make me hard, but I didn’t want anyone else seeing her like that. Especially not when I had a suspicion about who she was going out to see.

	Don’t be a possessive dickhead! She can wear what she wants. She’s not yours.

	“Okay… have fun, I guess. Don’t get into trouble.”

	She batted her eyes at him, making me grin because she knew very well it would wind her brother up.

	“Me? Cause trouble? I don’t know what you mean.”

	“Don’t play the fool, Jen. Behave yourself.”

	“Ugh, you’re such a spoilsport, you know that?”

	“If it means you stay out of trouble, I’ll take that.”

	She rolled her eyes and stalked out of the room. I had to hold back from going after her. God I wanted to quiet that smart mouth of hers. Teach her not to wind me or Dante up. But I wouldn’t. I’d already hurt my firestorm. I didn’t need her hating me all over again.

	The front door slammed and Dante turned back to me.

	“What did you do to piss her off earlier?”

	I should’ve known he wouldn’t drop the subject.

	“Why does it have to be something I did?”

	He gave me a look. Okay, yes, it was entirely my fault, but admitting the reason why to him? Impossible.

	“You and her are always at odds regardless of whether you’ve been all pally for the past few weeks.”

	“I didn’t do anything. She’s just in a mood. Fuck knows why.”

	Liar.

	“Fine, whatever you say, just sort it out. I happened to like the peace and quiet afforded from you two being friendly rather than shouting at each other.”

	I knew that was a dig at me for when we’d had a full on shouting match the evening we were meant to be celebrating Margo, his mother. It couldn’t be helped. Nor Jen sneaking down to my flat for sex afterwards. Well shit, I didn’t need a reminder of how many times I’d slipped up and given in to the pulsating desire between us. Just lucky Dante hadn’t noticed my reaction to Jen’s attire. I’d been turned away from him slightly. Him catching me with a hardon for his sister wouldn’t end well. But damn, I couldn’t get the images of her naked and riding me out of my head. Nor when I’d had her bent over in my bed, fucking her with no mercy because she’d wound me the fuck up. Her taut little body pressed against mine and her face screwed up with ecstasy. No better sight in the world than her crying out my name as she came all over my cock.

	Christ, stop it! You can’t keep doing this to yourself or to Jen. It’s not fair.

	“I’ll try, Jen isn’t the easiest—”

	“Dante.” Both our heads turned at the sound of Liora’s voice. Her green eyes were wide and she was holding her stomach. “I think my waters broke.”

	None of us moved or said anything for a long moment. Dante dropped the knife he was using on the counter before striding over to her.

	“Are you sure?”

	“Yes, it’s all over the bathroom floor. Please, I think you need to take me to the hospital.”

	He ran a hand through his hair.

	“Shit, okay. Fuck.”

	She clutched her stomach, almost doubling over as she let out a quiet yelp.

	“Dante, please,” she groaned. “Fuck, it hurts.”

	He sprang forward and rubbed her back with one hand.

	“Shh, it’s okay, my heart. I’m here.”

	She grabbed his free hand and held it tight. Dante looked up at me.

	“Can you get the bag and ring her parents? Fuck, he’s not supposed to be here yet.”

	I nodded, edging by the two of them to get their things so they could get to the hospital.

	“And don’t forget to let the twins and James know.”

	“Yeah, okay, I got it, D.”

	I got the bag and opened the front door, handing Dante the car keys as he led Liora out. He’d got her shoes on whilst I was getting their stuff and wrapped a coat around her shoulders. I followed them out and put everything in the car.

	“Let me know what’s happening, okay?” I said before Dante got in the car after helping Liora in.

	“You’re not coming?”

	“I will, just let me get in contact with everyone.”

	He nodded and slid in. I shut the door behind him and watched them drive away. I wanted to go, but Liora needed Dante not me. Even though they were both my friends, they needed each other to get through this. Logan was coming whether they were ready or not.

	I walked back in the house and tugged my phone out. I spent the next five minutes on the phone to Liora’s mum, Heather. She panicked because the baby was early, but I assured her it’d be fine and Liora was in safe hands. Dante would let me know when they got to the hospital what the situation was.

	Before I called anyone else, I went upstairs to their bedroom and made sure to clean up the en-suite. I didn’t want either of them coming home to a mess. Not when they’d have Logan to contend with. Making their bed before I left, I wandered back downstairs with my phone pressed to my ear.

	“Hey Brent, what’s up?” came James’ voice.

	“Liora’s gone into labour.”

	“What? Shit, really?”

	“Yeah, her waters broke. D’s taken her to hospital. I don’t know any more yet.”

	“Do the girls know?”

	“No, I’m going to call them. Jen went out so it was just me, D and Liora.”

	“Fuck, okay. Let me know if they need anything.”

	“Sure, will do.”

	We hung up. I called Fi next. She had a relatively calm reaction to the news and asked if Jen knew yet. She said she’d get over to the hospital since Liora didn’t have her mum down here yet. I was pretty sure Dante would appreciate having Fi with them.

	Lastly I tried Jen but her phone went to voicemail so I left her a message along with a couple of texts. I wanted to make sure she knew. It concerned me she hadn’t answered. Was she really that pissed off at me? Surely she knew I wouldn’t call unless it was an emergency.

	Could I really leave to get to the hospital when Jen didn’t know? Shouldn’t I stay here and wait for her? Fuck. What if she needed someone to take her? Jen didn’t drive, but she could get the tube or something. I paced the hallway, wondering what the fuck to do. I rang her again but it went to voicemail.

	“For fuck’s sake,” I muttered, hanging up.

	What I needed to do was be there for Liora and Dante. I grabbed my keys, writing a quick note for Jen and placing it on the kitchen counter before leaving. If she didn’t see the texts or voicemails, she might see that.

	Halfway to the hospital, Dante rang to let me know where they were and that Liora was fine. Judging by the worry in his voice, I knew he needed me there. Him not being able to do more for her would only cause more stress for him.

	By the time I got there and found their room after the midwives let me in, he was pacing the room whilst Liora was in bed with gas and air in her hand. She gave me a significant look and indicated Dante with her chin. I think he was doing worse than she was.

	“Hey D, it’s okay,” I told him when I reached him.

	“It’s not,” he muttered.

	“It is. You’re both in the best place now.”

	Dante looked up, his blue eyes wild with fear and concern.

	“He’s not supposed to be here yet.”

	“What did they say?”

	“Logan’s fine but he’s early. What if there’s complications?”

	I put a hand on his arm to stop him pacing.

	“You can’t think like that, D. He’s going to be okay.”

	Dante and I had never really been touchy-feely. He wasn’t the type, but the worry in his eyes had me wrapping an arm around his shoulders.

	“You don’t know that.”

	“I do. You know why? He’s got Liora for a Mum and you for a Dad. He’s going to be perfect, okay?” I patted his back. “Now, go be with your wife and stop worrying. I’m pretty sure she needs you.”

	He nodded at me before slipping out of my hold and going over to Liora’s bedside, taking her free hand. She looked up at him, adoration in her eyes as he kissed her fingertips.

	“I won’t leave your side, my heart,” he whispered.

	“I love you,” she whispered back.

	They were still completely enamoured with each other. Getting to see Dante happy finally gave me a funny feeling in my chest. My best friend, who’d suffered far too much in his life, had the girl he’d always wanted and now they were about to extend their family. Honestly, I’d been waiting for this moment just as much as they had. I might not really want to deal with another kid after all of Cam’s but this was Dante and Liora’s baby. For some reason that was different.

	I sat in one of the chairs whilst Dante helped her breathe through her next contraction. An hour later, Fi and Jensen showed up. The midwives told us there were only two people allowed in the delivery room at once so after hellos were exchanged, Jensen and I went to the waiting room. Of course, Dante had brought her to a private hospital, nothing but the best care for his heart. I texted James and rang Heather to give her an update before trying Jen again.

	“Fuck,” I muttered when she didn’t answer.

	“What’s up?” Jensen asked, peering at me from where he was sat with a magazine in his hand.

	“Jen isn’t answering her phone so she doesn’t know Liora’s in labour.”

	He raised an eyebrow. He knew all about us which made this a little uncomfortable for me. I didn’t know him very well, but he wasn’t a bad guy. Fi thought the world of him after all and I trusted her judgement.

	“Do you know where she is?”

	“No, though I’m pretty sure I know who she’s with.”

	Whatever she said was going on between her and Max Graves, I didn’t exactly buy it. Dante told me Jen hated him, but those photos plastered over social media told a different story. She wasn’t the type to do things for just publicity. Something else going on and I was damned if I wasn’t going to find out what.

	“She’s a law unto herself so I’m not surprised she didn’t tell anyone.”

	“You can say that again,” I muttered, throwing myself down into a chair and tapping my foot on the lino.

	He wasn’t going to bring up my weird fucked up friendship with Jen. For all he knew, Jen hadn’t told me she’d spoken to him about it in therapy. It’s not like he’d break her confidence anyway.

	“You okay there, Brent?”

	“Yeah, I’m good.”

	I wasn’t, but discussing my issues with Jen with her therapist? Not a good idea.

	By the time James and Ellie showed up an hour later, there were no signs of Logan arriving any time soon and Jen still wasn’t answering her phone. I’d all but given up getting in touch with her.

	As nothing seemed to be happening any time soon, Dante asked me to drive back to the house as they’d forgotten the car seat. Not wanting to be sitting around doing nothing, I obliged, hoping beyond hope Jen would be back so I could let her know her nephew was coming earlier than expected.

	 

	
Chapter Thirteen

	Jennifer

	Having to go to Max’s parents for dinner was not my idea of a fun evening. What I really wanted to do was spend the evening in my pyjamas lamenting over my broken heart. There, I admitted it. Brent had broken my heart and it fucking sucked. How or when it happened, I had no idea. He’d torn down my iron fortress and now I was left picking up the pieces.

	I hate the day you decided to come into my life, Brent Coleman. I hate how much you’ve hurt me.

	But I couldn’t bring myself to hate him.

	Fuck it. Fuck everything.

	So here I was being greeted by Max’s parents and acting like I was happy to be there. And it turned out it wasn’t just me and Max at dinner, it was a whole host of his family, cousins, aunts, uncles. I forgot their names as soon as they told me them, not really caring who or what they were or how they were related to Max.

	“So Jennifer, how’s business?” I think Max’s uncle asked me.

	“Fine, just fine, we’re busy with the autumn collection.”

	“I suppose you must have to plan early.”

	“Most definitely. We have a very busy schedule throughout the year preparing for each season.”

	I hated talking about work. Don’t get me wrong, I loved my job, but when I left, that was it. I didn’t take it home with me unlike my brothers. I’d been giving Dante the courtesy of debriefing him when I got back whilst he was at home with Liora because he asked me to. Otherwise work didn’t consume my every waking moment.

	“I can well imagine. It must be nice to have Max here to discuss these things with.”

	I stifled the urge to roll my eyes.

	“Oh yes, it’s wonderful to be with someone in the industry.” Actually I’d rather get eaten by sharks, but he doesn’t need to know that.

	The sound of my own voice grated on my ears. Here I was pretending to be someone I wasn’t and I hated it.

	“Oh yes, Jennifer and I have many lively discussions, isn’t that right, sweet pea?” Max interjected, wrapping an arm around my waist.

	My skin crawled and I had to fight the urge to step away from him. His mere presence made me queasy. How on earth would I get through dinner with him so close to me? I’d already lost my appetite. And what the fuck was with him calling me sweet pea? Gross! I did not sign up for some cutesy pet name. I already found it nauseating enough when Jensen called Fi, little one, Dante with his ‘my heart’ business for Liora and let’s not forget James and his ‘sweetheart’, Ellie. Honestly, the girls might find it all adorable, but I didn’t. Thank fuck Brent knew better than to ever call me anything other than Jen. I mean, he called me a maddening woman, which I was actually secretly proud of since it meant I’d gotten under his skin.

	A sharp pain spread from my heart outwards at the thought of him. I rubbed my chest, finding it hard to breathe. How had that stupid man managed to get past all my defences? I’d never felt this way about anyone before and to be honest, I hated every moment of it.

	“Oh yes, my lovebug and I are always talking about business,” I said, trying my best not to allow my internal war to get the better of me.

	Max raised an eyebrow at me. If he was going to give me a stupid pet name, he was getting one back. I gave him my brightest smile. He wanted me to act like the perfect girlfriend, so he just had to suck it up. Perhaps I was laying it on a little too thick.

	For the next ten minutes, Max stayed glued to my side, watching me like a hawk as I interacted with his family. It’s like he was waiting for me to slip up. And I was pretty determined not to. A wrong move could mean ruin for my family.

	At dinner, I was sat in between him and one of his cousins, Bertrand Graves or Bertie for short. He gave me the creeps. Especially since his eyes were glued to my tits whenever he spoke to me. He had to be at least twice my age.

	Ugh! Gross!

	I mean I had nothing against older men, some of them were incredibly hot, like my therapist for instance. Not that I would say it to Fi ever again since I got the impression me thinking her boyfriend was hot bothered her a little. Besides, Jensen might be well be incredibly attractive but he really wasn’t my type and he only had eyes for my sister. You could tell by the way he looked at her. She was his sun, his moon and his stars.

	Bertie would probably like nothing better than to fucking motorboat my breasts.

	Never happening, buddy!

	“So you’re a twin, right?” he asked.

	“Yes.”

	That happened to be common knowledge so who knew why he’d asked me.

	“Must be difficult for you.”

	I frowned.

	“Why’d you say that?”

	“Oh well, you know, having men ask you if your sister would join in.”

	His voice was low enough that no one else could’ve heard him, but I immediately stiffened and clenched my fist under the table. Where the fuck did he get off saying shit like that to me? I might not have objected to him leering at my tits like some dirty old creep but suggesting anyone would ask me and my sister for a threesome was just despicable. Especially since I was sitting next to his cousin who was my supposed boyfriend.

	How fucking dare he!

	“Excuse me?”

	“I’m sure it’s not the first time you’ve heard that.”

	I almost spluttered with sheer indignation at his blasé tone. Like it was a normal thing to say to a woman he’d just met.

	“Listen here, do you think that’s a polite way to speak to a woman? Because let me tell you, it’s not. I don’t give a shit who you are, you don’t get to ask me whether or not someone has asked me and my sister for a threesome like some dirty old creep.”

	It suddenly went very quiet around my end of the table. I looked around, finding half of his family staring at me and when I met Max’s eyes, I knew I was in the shit. Irritation flashed behind those blue depths, making me want to shrink back in my seat. I’d never been cowed by a man apart from my father, but something about Max reminded me of my dad. And not in a good way.

	“Excuse me,” I said quietly, pushing back my chair and practically dashing from the room.

	I never backed down from a fight, but I’d really fucked up. That wasn’t good girlfriend behaviour. That was embarrassing both me and his cousin at the dinner table. And jeopardising my deal with Max. Some fucking deal. I’d got the raw end of it.

	I found the nearest bathroom and locked myself in, taking several deep gulping breaths of air. My face felt hot and my skin itched. It wasn’t my fault Bertie decided to overstep the mark, but I should’ve kept my voice low.

	No, I just had to make a fucking scene, didn’t I.

	There was a knock on the door and I stiffened.

	“Jennifer, it’s me,” came Max’s voice.

	I didn’t want to open the door to him, but I had no choice. I’d barely unlocked it, when the door was thrust open and he walked in. He slammed it shut behind him, flipping the lock. Next thing I knew, he had his hand around my neck and I was pushed up against the wall.

	“What the fuck was that?” he seethed, his ice blue eyes cold.

	“Get your hand off me!”

	I tried to push at his chest, but he was like a wall of fucking muscle and wouldn’t budge. Instead, he stepped closer, pressing against me and restricting my ability to move.

	“I’ll say it again, what the fuck was that?”

	A cold wave of dread slid up my spine, reminding me of the one and only time I’d been restrained before. When Dad tied me up and forced me to watch him rape Fi. Images came flooding back, making me want to scream, but the sound died in my throat because Max only squeezed tighter, restricting my airflow.

	“Your cousin,” I choked out, “is a creep.”

	“So, you decided to embarrass me in front of my family, did you? I don’t give a shit what he said, you keep your mouth fucking shut and play your part.”

	I pressed at him helplessly.

	“Do you want me to ruin your family? Because I won’t hesitate to. You’ll all burn under the weight of your dirty little secrets.”

	“I… can’t… breathe.”

	His smile became deadly and he merely tightened his grip.

	“You need to learn your fucking place. You think you’re such a fucking tough act, but you’re nothing but a weak, pathetic little slut.”

	My lungs began to burn. His words slammed into me. Was that all I was? It’s what my father had said. That me and Fi were nothing but dirty little whores who wouldn’t amount to anything in our lives. All we were good for was to fuck. Nothing more.

	“Please…” I wheezed. “Let… me… go.”

	He laughed. The sound echoed around the room. Max wasn’t just a dickhead, he was evil and soulless. There was a manic look behind his eyes which made me want to run far, far away. Why couldn’t I push him off me? Why wouldn’t he stop?

	“You get it now? You’re mine, Jennifer. You’re going to do exactly as I tell you or I’ll ruin you for good.”

	He let go of me and stepped back. I gasped, choking as I tried to breathe oxygen back into my lungs. He watched me silently as I struggled, holding my throat which hurt like a bitch. I stumbled away from him, gripping the edge of the bathroom counter. My eyes found the mirror and I noticed the red hand mark around my neck. I stared and stared. He’d strangled me. He’d fucking marked me.

	He came up behind me and ran his fingers over the marks, a deadly gleam in his eyes and a smirk on his lips.

	“Next time, you’ll keep your mouth shut, do you understand?”

	I nodded, flinching at his touch and not trusting myself to speak.

	“That’s my good little sweet pea,” he cooed.

	That pet name. He taunted me with it. He knew exactly how to hit me the hardest.

	“Don’t worry, your secrets are still safe. Consider this a warning. I don’t want to hurt you but I will punish you for misbehaving.”

	He bent his head down and placed a kiss on my neck. When I tried to flinch away, he gripped my chin and held me in place.

	“You’re a very beautiful girl, Jennifer. You and Fiona were always so aloof. Everyone called you the weird twins because you wouldn’t talk when you came back to school after that summer, but they all still wanted you. I wanted you.”

	My limbs shook. The man behind me downright terrified me. A monster in sheep’s clothing.

	“I like my women compliant and obedient. I will break your fiery spirit and then you really will be all mine.”

	I’d never be his. Never. Giving into a man like Max would be like giving into my father. I’d be stronger than that. I’d survive this just as I survived Zachary Benson.

	“Whatever you say, Max,” I whispered, my throat raw.

	He let go of me and stepped away, walking towards the door.

	“You run along home now, sweet pea. I shall tell my family you’re unwell. Don’t forget what I said. One wrong move and your life comes crashing down around you.”

	He unlocked the door and walked out, leaving me alone. I took a minute to attempt to compose myself. Holding back the tears welling in my eyes and the desolation in my soul, I hurried out of his parents’ house, grabbing my coat on the way. I pulled the collar up to hide the marks on my neck.

	As I made my way home on the tube, my heart sank to my knees. How the hell could I get out of this? Max made his intentions clear. He wanted all of me. Parts of me which didn’t belong to him and I wouldn’t give willingly. I’d never be compliant or obedient for him.

	Brent called me a firestorm the night we’d first been together.

	I wouldn’t let my fire go out.

	Not for anyone.

	Even so, my heart ached and I wanted to curl up and cry. Max made me feel weak, helpless and terrified. Just like my father had.

	By the time I unlocked the front door, I felt weary down to my bones. The house seemed far too quiet and still. Where was everyone?

	It didn’t matter. No one could see me like this. I trudged upstairs to my room, throwing off my coat when I got there. I slipped out of my shoes, flipping the bedside lamp on when I froze at the sound of my bedroom door opening wider.

	“Jen,” came Brent’s deep voice.

	“What do you want?” I bit out.

	My heart burnt in my chest, desperately wanting him but knowing I couldn’t have him.

	“Haven’t you looked at your phone? I’ve been calling you.”

	I frowned, tugging it out of my bag and finding several missed calls, voicemails and text messages.

	“No. What’s going on?”

	“Liora’s in labour.”

	I spun around, my mouth dropping open.

	“What? The baby’s coming?”

	Brent came into the room, frowning heavily.

	“Yes. I came back to pick up the car seat… Jen, what happened to you?”

	I stared at him, unsure of what he meant until I realised his eyes were on my neck. I raised my hand to it, covering up the marks.

	“N… Nothing.”

	He reached me and gently tugged my hand away. His fingers stroked over the marks, making me tremble.

	“Who did this to you?”

	His voice was laced with anger and his gold flecked eyes were full of agony as if it pained him to see me hurt.

	“It’s nothing.”

	“It’s not nothing, Jen. Who touched you like this? Who hurt you?”

	I brushed his hand away.

	“It doesn’t matter. We need to go to the hospital. Just let me change.”

	I attempted to back away but he stopped me, holding my shoulders. His touch was so gentle, as if handling a frightened animal and it broke something inside me.

	How could I tell him what Max did? What he said to me? How could I reveal the blackmail? There was absolutely no way.

	“What happened?” he asked, his voice softening.

	Tears pricked behind my eyes. His expression destroyed me.

	“I can’t tell you,” I whispered.

	“You can. Tell me who did this, please.”

	How could I trust him when he’d unwittingly broken my heart? But I longed to. Longed to have him hold me and take all of my pain away.

	I shook my head.

	“No, you don’t understand. It’ll only make it worse.”

	He pulled me closer and cupped my cheek. The gesture broke through all my resolve along with the soft touch of his fingers against my skin. Tears began falling down my face.

	“You can trust me.”

	Could I? Would he help me? Would he do so without telling Dante? He’d made it clear he wouldn’t choose me over my brother even though there was no real choice to be had. Dante was his friend but I wanted to be his girl. My brother would understand if I explained it. If I told him how I felt about Brent. If I admitted the truth.

	“I’m so scared,” I sobbed. “I don’t know what to do.”

	“Shh, it’s okay. I’ve got you. We’ll work it out together, okay?”

	I wanted to believe him. So fucking much.

	“You have to promise me something.”

	“Anything.”

	I knew he might not agree but I had to make sure this stayed between us.

	“Promise me you won’t tell Dante.”

	“Jen…”

	I gripped his hand where it rested on my cheek.

	“You have to promise that. Please. Promise you won’t tell him.”

	His eyes betrayed his conflicting loyalties. If he cared an ounce about me then he’d agree to my terms. Agree not to tell my brother. Dante finding out would ruin us all. Max had told me not to tell my family, but Brent wasn’t technically a family member. I knew I was trying to justify my reasons for wanting to tell him, but I didn’t care. This burden weighed on me and what Max did this evening couldn’t be taken back. He couldn’t undo it. The marks on my neck proved he’d hurt me. And he’d do it again if I stepped out of line.

	“I promise.”

	I barrelled my way into Brent’s chest, clutching him tightly as the weight of everything crashed down on me. Tears flowed freely, soaking into his clothes.

	“Max did it,” I cried into his chest. “Max strangled me. He’s been blackmailing me. He knows everything, Brent. He knows our secrets and he’ll ruin us if I stop doing as he says.”

	 

	
Chapter Fourteen

	Brent

	Every word which fell from her lips made my rage burn hotter. I’d had a feeling Max was up to no good, but this went so far beyond what I’d suspected. Jen was still talking, telling me how Max knew about the blood debt, how she was pretty sure he had more evidence and knowledge than he’d let on and how he’d insisted Jen pretend to be his girlfriend. Except after tonight, it was worse than that.

	“He told me he’d break me and make me his,” she sobbed, clutching me tightly. “He reminded me of Dad and what he did to me.”

	I wrapped my arms around her, careful to be gentle. She didn’t need spooking right now. Not after that shit.

	“Shh, I’ve got you, Jen. I won’t let him hurt you again.”

	Her body shook against mine, her sobbing growing louder. I wanted to go around to fucking Max Graves’ house and beat the shit out of him for putting hands on Jen. My firestorm who was a broken mess right now. I was supposed to keep her safe and I failed miserably. I failed to protect the woman I loved even though she had no idea how I felt.

	“I couldn’t stop him. Just like I couldn’t stop Dad.”

	What the fuck could I say to that? Jen didn’t often speak about Zach and what he did, but clearly, this had brought up all her memories.

	“He called me a weak, pathetic little slut. Is that all I am, Brent?”

	I couldn’t with her question. I very gently pulled her away from my chest, tipping her face up and cupping her cheeks. She looked so lost. The sight of it shattered my heart. As much as rage burnt through me, I wouldn’t allow it to control me. Jen needed to be handled with care right now.

	“Do you remember what I told you? That you’re a firestorm?” She nodded slowly. “That’s still true. You’re so strong and resilient.”

	“I don’t feel it,” she whispered.

	I leant towards her, pressing my forehead to hers.

	“I see you. All of you. You shine so bright. The world is dark without you in it. That’s why you’re my firestorm.”

	She choked back a sob. Christ knows I shouldn’t have said that. All my feelings were on the tip of my tongue, begging to be let out.

	“Brent…”

	“Shh, I know.”

	I kissed her tear stained cheeks, feeling the wetness under my lips.

	“I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I’m sorry I hurt you.”

	How could I live without Jen? The way she smiled. Her laugh. Her touch. Everything about her was perfect. Even when she was mad and shouting at me. A fucking tornado, barrelling her way through everything. She was still the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen.

	I love you, Jennifer Cassiopeia Benson. You’ve always been the one.

	“I’ll protect you, Jen. I promise.”

	“How can you? He’ll ruin us if he finds out I told you.”

	I leant back and stared down at her. My beautiful girl had no idea what I could do when I put my mind to it.

	“He won’t find out. I’m going to get you out of this.”

	She blinked as I dropped my hands from her face to her shoulders.

	“You swear you won’t tell Dante?”

	“I promised, didn’t I?”

	As much as it killed me, I knew Jen wouldn’t open up to me unless I did as she asked. I wish I hadn’t knowing what Max was threatening, but Dante finding out wouldn’t help anyone right now. Especially not when Logan was almost here. They didn’t need any more scandals in their family. He deserved to raise his son in peace.

	I’d sworn to protect the Bensons from any threats and that’s exactly what I would do.

	“You did.”

	“You’re going to have to trust me.”

	“I do… but Max is dangerous.”

	I needed to dig deeper into his background. Clearly the check I’d done wasn’t enough. He’d have secrets too. Ones he didn’t want exposing. Jen had given me a clue to what those might be. He liked to bend women to his will. That told me a lot about the type of person he was. It sounded very much like Max liked to control women regardless of the pain he inflicted as evidenced by the marks on Jen’s neck.

	Plans needed to be made, but first, I needed to get back to the hospital after we’d cleaned Jen up a little. Her makeup streaked across her wet face and I was pretty sure she didn’t want to go looking like that.

	“He is, but you have me in your corner.”

	“How are you going to get me out of this?”

	“I’ll work it out, okay? There’s a lot you don’t know about what I do for D. I’m going to need you to act like everything is normal for now. I promise, I’ll fix this. You can count on that much.”

	I had no real idea how, I just knew I had to get her out of this situation. Not just for her, but for her entire family.

	“Can I?”

	“You can. I know I’ve fucked up so many things between us, but I’m not going to fuck this up.”

	Her blue eyes were full of emotion, drowning me with their intensity.

	“You’ll keep me safe?”

	I nodded. Jen didn’t need rescuing, but she couldn’t handle this on her own. Max Graves had no idea what he was up against and he wouldn’t see me coming.

	“I thought you weren’t a damsel in distress.”

	She bit her lip before dissolving into a fit of giggles and fuck if it wasn’t cute as hell.

	“I’m not,” she protested through her laughter.

	I tugged her back into my arms and held her tight. I’d protect Jen at all costs. My Jen. My firestorm. She pulled away when she stopped laughing.

	“We should get to the hospital.”

	“You need to get cleaned up first, no offence, but your makeup is ruined. And we need to hide these.”

	I brushed my fingers over the marks on her neck, hating the sight of them. If I ever got my hands on Max Graves, I’d teach him a fucking lesson. But that wouldn’t help our cause in the slightest.

	“It looks bad, doesn’t it?”

	“Kind of. Does it hurt?”

	“A little, my throat still feels raw. I really thought he wasn’t going to stop.”

	I was fucking glad he had even if he’d hurt her. It would shatter me completely if I lost Jen entirely.

	She moved away from me, grabbing her wipes off her chest of drawers and cleaning her face up. I sat on her bed, watching her as she moved about the room, taking off her dress and throwing on a pair of jeans and a top with a high neck which covered the marks. She pulled on a hooded jumper before stepping over to me. Even without makeup, Jen was absolutely stunning. She took my hand and sighed softly.

	“Should we go meet my nephew?”

	I smiled and stood up.

	“Yeah.”

	She kept a hold of my hand as we went out to the car. Fuck did I wish I could do this all the time. Have her hand in mine and show the world she was mine.

	But she wasn’t mine.

	And she never could be.

	I’d promised to help her, but it didn’t mean we could be together. I still had too much to lose if I went down that path with her. That knowledge wrecked and ruined me, but I had to keep it together for both our sakes.

	Jen was silent on the drive over, her eyes downcast as if all the memories of what happened to her weighed heavily on her soul. I wanted to take away her pain. Help her heal. It’s what I’d always wanted. To quell the darkness encompassing her and show her just how amazing she was. A strong, beautiful warrior. My firestorm.

	“You okay?” I asked, pulling into the carpark.

	“No.”

	I parked up and reached over, brushing my fingers along her jaw. She leant into my touch.

	“If it’s too much, just tell me and I’ll take you back home.”

	“No, I need to be here for Dante and Liora.”

	“Everyone else is here. Not sure the midwives are pleased with the whole Benson clan descending on their ward, but they won’t kick us out.”

	“I want to be here.”

	Jen had that determined look in her eyes. There was no arguing with her. I dropped my hand and got out of the car, going over to the machine to pay for parking. I had Dante’s keys so I transferred over the car seat to his car before we went upstairs to the ward.

	“Look who I found,” I said as we walked into the waiting room.

	James, Ellie and Jensen looked up.

	“Hey Jen,” James said with a lopsided smile.

	Jen waved before making a beeline for Jensen and taking a seat next to him. I flopped down in a chair next to James, wanting to give her space.

	“Do we know the latest?” I asked.

	“They think it’s going to be a few hours yet. Fi said Liora’s holding up okay and Dante is a mess.”

	“Well, shit, always knew he’d struggle with this.”

	James dropped his voice low, “Pretty sure he doesn’t like seeing Liora in pain unless he’s inflicting it.”

	I snorted, unable to help myself. James was on the nose with that one. Dante had been on edge the entire pregnancy since obviously he couldn’t risk the baby. He’d spoken to me about it on numerous occasions. Whilst I sympathised, I also told him to suck it up since it wasn’t like Liora had banned sex or anything. I got hit in the arm for that comment. I probably deserved it. Winding Dante up when he was in a mood wasn’t the best idea I’d ever had, especially when he’d been deprived of his outlet.

	Liora, of course, asked me to keep an eye on him because she worried about the state of his mind. He did talk to her far more than he did me, but Dante was stubborn as fuck when it came to dealing with his shit. He never liked to appear weak or in need.

	“You haven’t had to deal with him getting antsy and shit over it for the past eight months,” I replied, my voice just as low.

	James smirked. For some reason, Dante had told him all about the hidden side of his relationship with Liora. Dante refused to tell me why, only that it’d been necessary. It’s not like he was ashamed of it, he just didn’t like his private affairs broadcast. Another reason why I needed to nip this Max situation in the bud.

	I looked over at Jen. She seemed to be in a heated whispered discussion with Jensen. Her eyes met mine for a moment before she looked away. I could’ve sworn I saw immeasurable sadness in them and it cut me. I’d done that by ‘choosing Dante over her’. A problem I couldn’t fix. And it killed me.

	***

	Hours went by whilst we all waited. Ellie fell asleep on James. Fi came in and sat with Jensen for a while whilst Jen went to see Liora and Dante. I even made another appearance. They seemed to be holding up okay but you could tell Liora was exhausted and just wanted Logan here now.

	Jen was asleep with her head resting against my shoulder when Dante came in with a wide eyed expression on his face.

	“He’s here,” was the only thing he said before he collapsed in a chair by the door and put his head in his hands.

	I gently moved Jen, propping her head on Jensen instead. Not sure he appreciated it but seeing to Dante was more important at that moment. I squatted down next to him and put a hand on his arm.

	“You okay there?”

	“I have a son. He’s perfect and I’m fucking terrified.”

	“Is Liora okay?”

	“Yeah, she’s exhausted, but she’s okay. You guys can go see him if you want.”

	I glanced over to where James had taken my place and had Jen’s head in his lap. We could go soon, but right now, I was worried about my best friend.

	“D…”

	“I can’t do this,” he whispered.

	“You can. Logan needs his dad.”

	He looked down at me through exhausted eyes.

	“What if I turn out like Zach?”

	“You’re nothing like him and you know that. You think Liora would’ve agreed to marry you let alone have a baby with you if you were?”

	He sighed.

	“No.”

	“Well then, stop being a little whiney bitch and introduce us all to your son.”

	“Fuck off,” he grumbled.

	I grinned. He might not like it, but I knew exactly how to get him to stop overthinking things. I straightened and nodded at the others. James shook Jen and she blinked rapidly, sitting bolt upright.

	“What’s going on?” she asked, rubbing her eyes.

	“Logan’s here,” James said.

	That had her out of her seat and striding towards the door. I caught her by the arm before she could disappear.

	“There’s no rush.”

	She waited with an anxious look on her face as the rest of us got up, including Dante.

	“They’re not going to like us crowding her room,” he said as we all walked out of the waiting room.

	“Considering last time we were here Liora screamed at the nurses for trying to make her leave your side, I think we’ll be okay.”

	He smirked. I don’t think James would ever forget that moment. He told me Liora was like a hellcat and it was terrifying.

	Dante opened the door to her room and we all crowded in. Liora was sitting up in the bed with a small bundle in her arms and Fi was in the chair beside her. As soon as she saw Jensen, she was out of it and in his arms.

	“You okay?” he asked quietly.

	She nodded, her eyes glistening.

	“It was beautiful.”

	“One day that’ll be you and me.”

	Fi’s smile was electric. I turned away, not wanting to intrude further on their little shared moment. I’d always known the twins wanted to have kids by the way they’d constantly badger Aiden when he brought Afie around.

	Dante immediately went over to Liora and leant down, kissing her forehead. She smiled up at him. They looked like the perfect little family. Jen must’ve thought so too since she had her phone out and was snapping a photo of them. Liora looked up and met my eyes before she beckoned me over with a little nudge of her head. I approached them, looking down at Logan whose eyes were wide open.

	“He’s beautiful.”

	I wasn’t lying. He was perfect just as Dante had said. You couldn’t tell straight away with babies who they’d end up favouring, but Logan had dark blue eyes with a tuff of black hair.

	“You want to hold him?”

	I nodded as Liora held him out for me. I took the precious little bundle in my arms and stared down at him. He gurgled a little but didn’t fuss.

	“Hey there,” I whispered. “You look just like your dad.”

	I felt a hand on my arm and glanced over, finding Jen peering over my arm at her nephew. I lowered him a little so she could get a better view.

	“He’s perfect,” Jen whispered, reaching over and stroking his tiny hand.

	Her eyes welled with tears. One day she was going to make the most beautiful babies. And I wanted to be the one who made them with her.

	Fuck. Where the hell did that thought just come from?

	I’d never thought of myself having kids after dealing with all of Cam’s, but with Jen… that’d be entirely different. She wanted to be a mother and she’d be amazing. My heart burnt knowing I’d probably never get the chance. Jen wasn’t mine.

	I pulled my gaze away from her, knowing we were in a room full of people and promptly handed Logan off to her. Stepping back, I stood next to Liora’s bedside.

	“Your parents are getting the first flight down,” I told her.

	They’d called to let me know not long after Jen and I had arrived at the hospital.

	“Will you get them from the airport?”

	“Yeah, I’ve got the details.”

	It was gone three in the morning now. It’d mean I’d barely get any sleep, but at this point, it didn’t matter.

	“Thank you.”

	“You did good, Liora.”

	She gave me a tired smile and I knew she wanted to rest. Dante was stroking her hair and staring down at her like she was everything to him. I watched Logan get handed around all the family before he landed back with his mum. Then I hustled everyone out so Dante and Liora could be alone and perhaps get some sleep.

	We all said our goodbyes and I took Jen home. She fell asleep in the car with her face smashed against the window. When we got back, I picked her up out of the car and carried her in. She stirred when I set her down on her bed.

	“Brent?”

	“Mmm?”

	“Don’t go.”

	I didn’t answer her, merely sat down and untied the laces of her trainers, slipping them off her feet. She let me help her out of her clothes and dress her in a long t-shirt. She gripped my hand when I was done, her blue eyes drooping.

	“Please don’t go.”

	I didn’t have it in me to say no, so I stripped down to my boxers, turned out the lamp and crawled into bed next to her after setting an alarm on my phone. She curled up against me, her face half buried in my chest.

	“I can’t believe I have a nephew,” she whispered. “He’s the most perfect baby imaginable.”

	“He is.”

	“Do you ever want what they have?”

	“Who? Dante and Liora?”

	“Yeah.”

	I wanted it with her, but that wasn’t an option.

	“Maybe one day.”

	Her hand wrapped around my waist. I kissed the top of her head, unable to help myself. Having her right next to me felt so right. I thought she might have fallen asleep, but then she whispered something. I almost couldn’t make out the words. When I realised what she’d said, my heart raced at a million miles an hour and I had no fucking clue how to respond.

	“I want it with you.”

	Had she meant for me to hear that? Was it because she was tired and emotional? She couldn’t possibly mean it, could she? I knew I’d hurt her by refusing to entertain more between us, but her words spoke of something so much deeper. Had her feelings towards me changed that much? I looked down at her but found her breathing had become steady and even. She’d fallen asleep.

	Did this beautiful girl in my arms feel the same way I did?

	And if so, could I really choose Jen over my best friend?

	Because if Jen felt the same way as me, I wasn’t sure I’d have it in me to keep saying no.

	 

	
Chapter Fifteen

	Jennifer

	I woke up when Brent’s alarm went off, the loud noise dragging me from my dreams.

	“Fuck,” he muttered, leaning over to turn it off.

	He needed to get Liora’s parents from the airport, but I didn’t want him to go. His body was so warm and I slept so well with him next to me. I let out a little noise of protest when he tried to move.

	“I need to get up, Jen.”

	“Five more minutes,” I mumbled.

	I heard him sigh before he dropped a kiss to my forehead.

	“You’re a pain in the arse, you know that.”

	My arm around him tightened and I cracked an eye open, staring at him. The early morning light streamed in through the windows since we hadn’t closed the curtains. He was bathed in it and my breath caught in my throat. Why did he have to be so damn handsome?

	“I’m your pain in the arse.”

	He smiled. My heart ached. He wasn’t mine. Brent wouldn’t allow himself to be mine and it hurt so fucking much. He nuzzled his nose against mine.

	“Yeah, I guess you are.”

	His mouth was so close, I could feel his breath dancing across my skin. My blood fizzled sparking all those unwanted feelings in my chest and lower. And I felt entirely bereft when he pulled away and slipped out of my bed.

	“I’m going to take them straight to the hospital. I’ll be back after that.”

	“Okay,” I whispered, feeling the hollow cavern in my chest cave in.

	I burrowed further under the covers, wanting to shut everything out so I could nurse my shattered heart without an audience. When he brushed a hand over my hair and told me he was leaving, I said nothing, pretending I’d gone back to sleep. And I couldn’t help the small sob which erupted from my lips the moment my bedroom door closed behind him. Tears soaked my pillow, but I was so tired, I found myself dragged back under.

	The next time I awoke, I sat bolt upright whilst the memory of what I’d said to Brent last night came flooding back.

	“I want it with you.”

	Why the hell had I said that? And more to the point, had he heard me? I groaned, flopping back on the bed and slapping a hand over my face. Brent had rejected me enough already. I wasn’t about to tell him about my real feelings for him, the ones I was still in two minds over admitting I had.

	Stop being an idiot, Jen. You know how you feel about him.

	Yeah, okay, I did.

	I loved him.

	I loved Brent.

	And I didn’t know how the hell it had happened.

	I’d never been in love before. I didn’t know I was capable of feeling such an emotion. Of letting someone in my heart like that. But he was there. He’d always been there. Like this person in the background who I thought I hated, but really, I didn’t hate him at all. Perhaps I just hated the way I felt deep down inside and took it out on him instead.

	When I really thought about it, when I really looked inside myself, I saw the truth. Brent had been out of bounds because he was older than me and Dante’s bodyguard who’d, in time, become his best friend. I’d been a mute fifteen year old girl who’d suffered at the hands of her father only days beforehand when he’d first come into our lives. I felt something then. The moment his eyes met mine. It’d been like a frigging bullet to the heart, jolting me out of my haunted state of mind for the briefest of moments. My soul reached out and bound itself around his. And then I shut it right down and told myself it was just some bullshit response to seeing a hot older guy. From then on, I’d decided to hate him for it.

	But it wasn’t bullshit at all. It’d been real. I just didn’t know if he’d felt it too. If he’d known back then what I knew now.

	“I love you, Brent Coleman, and I think on some level, I always have,” I whispered to nobody in particular.

	Saying it out loud made the truth almost unbearable.

	How could I not have known?

	How had it been this many years I’d gone without looking inside my own heart and realising what had been there all along?

	Had I not wanted to know or was it just I’d been broken for so long, I didn’t think I had it in me to love another person?

	There was no point dwelling on my fucked up reasoning for not wanting to see what had been staring me in the face all this time. Who had been waiting for me to wake up and smell the fucking roses. There was nothing for it. I had to tell him. I had to know if he felt the same way. Spending the rest of my life without him wasn’t an option. I didn’t care about what my brother thought. Dante could take a fucking hike. He’d already interfered enough in my sister’s love life, he didn’t get to dictate mine.

	I jumped out of bed, a renewed sense of purpose flooding through me. That was until I looked at myself in the mirror and saw the fading marks on my neck. My heart sank.

	Max.

	How the hell could I tell Brent how I felt when I had Max to contend with? Or should I say we had Max to contend with since Brent had agreed to help me with the situation.

	Fuck this shit.

	I needed Max and his blackmail crap out of my life before I went after my heart’s desire. Things between Brent and I could wait. Max couldn’t. He was a threat to all of us which needed handling.

	“Fuck, fucking fuck, fuck, fuck.”

	I dragged a hand through my hair, irritation driving through me. Instead of allowing it to consume me, I pulled on a robe and trudged out to the bathroom to take a shower. Hoping it would wash away my fucked up state of mind so I could perhaps think more clearly.

	By the time I’d showered and dressed in a top which covered my neck, I heard voices floating up from downstairs as I descended them. I found Brent in the conservatory with James, Ellie, Fi and Jensen. When the hell had they all got here?

	“Morning, or should I say afternoon sleepyhead,” James said with a smirk.

	“Fuck off,” I grumbled. “Why are you so perky?”

	“We have a new family member.”

	I hadn’t forgotten Logan was here, but it hadn’t been my first thought when I woke up. My eyes drifted to Brent who seemed to be deliberately ignoring my gaze. Fi got up and gave me a hug before pulling away and giving me a look which said ‘I know something’s up with you’. I sighed, tugging her into the kitchen and shutting the doors behind us.

	“Okay, I’m done tiptoeing around this with you,” she said as I went over to the kettle, filled it and flipped it on. “What the hell is going on between you and Brent?”

	“Everything, nothing and all the stuff in between.”

	I glanced at her, finding a raised eyebrow and a sceptical look in her eyes.

	“Jen…”

	“I’ll tell you, just help me make something to eat.”

	Fi and I weren’t particularly adept in the kitchen, but we didn’t burn toast so it would have to do. She dropped two slices in the toaster and I grabbed the butter and jam.

	“I know better than to ask this, but Jensen didn’t say anything to you, did he?”

	“You told him?”

	“He’s my therapist.”

	She put her hand up.

	“You know what, I’m not even going to go there. No, he didn’t tell me anything.”

	I nudged her with my shoulder as I dumped a tea bag in a mug. She understood. Our relationship changed after we started therapy, but I’d come to accept it had been necessary. We deserved our own lives and to learn to grow. And she’d blossomed so much since she’d met and fell in love with Jensen.

	“You know when I said Brent was probably shit in bed?”

	“Mmmhmm.”

	“I was wrong.”

	She stared at me for a long moment before breaking into a huge grin.

	“You and Brent are a thing?”

	I looked away, fiddling with the mug on the counter.

	“No, we’re not a thing. He won’t entertain the idea of more. He thinks Dante would kill him.”

	“Uh well, that’s not exactly an unfounded fear, you know.”

	I sighed and began to explain how we’d ended up like this. She listened intently, buttering my toast whilst I made tea. I missed out the parts about Max as I couldn’t tell her about that, but everything else was fair game. I sipped at my tea when I was done. Her eyes were wide and bright. I snagged a slice of toast, deciding it was better to dig in before Fi started off on one.

	“This is so exciting,” she said, clapping her hands together.

	“What?” I muttered with a mouthful of toast.

	“You’ve been completely oblivious to his feelings for you, Jen.”

	I looked at her, wondering what the hell she meant.

	“I’ve had a suspicion for a while now. I think James was right that day, Brent has totally liked you forever. He doesn’t look at me the way he does you.”

	“Seriously?”

	“Uhuh, he gets this look in his eyes like he adores you but feels guilty about it.”

	I frowned. I’d never seen him look at me like that. Yeah, I’d seen desire in his eyes several times since the night we’d slept together, but adoration? Not so much.

	“It doesn’t matter, he’s never going to change his mind.”

	“I wouldn’t be so sure about that.”

	I rolled my eyes and took another bite of toast. Maybe he would change his mind if he knew I was in love with him. Except I’d already decided I wasn’t going to tell him until we sorted out this issue with Max.

	I heard the front door open and voices floating down the hallway. The distinct sound of Liora’s parents and Dante. I guess they’d been discharged from the hospital. Fi stuck her head around the door before pulling back and grinning.

	“Our nephew is home.”

	“Dibs on holding him.”

	She rolled her eyes. She’d got to be with Liora when Logan came into the world so she better let me hold him first.

	“What? I need baby cuddles. Not like I’m going to have one of my own any time soon.”

	“And I am?”

	“Don’t tell me you and Jensen haven’t discussed it.”

	She gave me a knowing smile.

	“Perhaps we have.”

	I pointed at her.

	“I fucking knew it. You’ll be knocked up and married in no time at all.”

	“Who’s getting married?” Dante asked as he came in the room.

	“No one,” Fi said.

	“Fi and Jensen,” I replied.

	He raised an eyebrow.

	“We are not! He’s not asked me.”

	“Yet. He’s not asked you yet.”

	She stuck her tongue out at me and moved away, opening the conservatory doors.

	“Leave her alone, Jen,” Dante said, giving me the once over. “There’s no need for them to go rushing into any major commitments like that. Besides, you should be hassling your brother, him and Ellie have been together longer.”

	I grinned. Dante really shouldn’t have said that. Although he did have a mischievous glint in his eyes, so perhaps he knew exactly what he was doing.

	“Ugh, I’ll annoy him about it later. Now where’s my nephew?”

	“Here,” Liora said, coming into the room with Logan in his car seat.

	She barely had a chance to set him down on the counter before I started unbuckling him from the straps. I picked him up and cradled him to my chest.

	“Hello little man,” I whispered, stroking his cheek.

	“See, I told you having your sister here would mean a live-in babysitter.”

	I ignored Liora’s comment and took Logan into the conservatory, staring down at his little squishy face. The most precious baby ever. I noticed Brent pull out a chair for me and I carefully sat down, making sure not to jog Logan too much.

	“He has that newborn smell,” I sighed.

	Logan closed his eyes and promptly fell asleep. I hoped for Liora and Dante’s sake he wouldn’t become one of those babies who fussed all the time.

	“You look good with him,” Brent said, his voice low enough only I could hear it.

	“You think?”

	I looked over at him and realised Fi had been right. He had this shine to his gold flecked hazel eyes, like I was the one person in the world he wanted but couldn’t have. Had he really always looked at me in that way? Glancing at Fi, I found her watching us with a smile on her face.

	Ugh, fuck, it’s so obvious, isn’t it?

	“Logan’s lucky to have you in his life.”

	I felt my cheeks grow hot.

	“Just Logan?”

	“Anyone who has you in their life is lucky, Jen.”

	That isn’t what I wanted to hear.

	“Even you?” I whispered.

	His eyes flashed with pain for the briefest of moments before he looked away.

	“Even me.”

	Not wanting to press the matter any further, I looked down at my nephew. My body ached with longing. I wanted a partner, a husband and a baby of my own. I’d never put much thought to it before. Now, I knew for sure I wanted those things, but not just with anyone. I wanted them with the person next to me.

	How could I convince Brent to take a chance on me? Would he risk it all if I laid my cards out on the table? The thought of him rejecting me yet again terrified me. I don’t think my heart could take it. I hadn’t asked him for an actual relationship last time though.

	Deal with Max first, remember? Then you can broach the subject of a future between the two of you.

	I shook myself internally. I still didn’t know how Brent intended to help me with Max. When we were alone, I’d have to ask him. Though I suppose he hadn’t had much time to think about it with Logan’s arrival.

	My phone buzzed in my pocket. I adjusted Logan slightly so I could pull it out.

	MAX: I’m taking you to dinner tomorrow night, sweet pea. If you misbehave again, I won’t let you off so lightly.

	My throat constricted. Whilst Brent told me he wouldn’t let Max hurt me again, I wasn’t sure how he’d achieve that if I ended up losing my shit for the second time.

	“Everything okay?” Brent asked, leaning over to me.

	I didn’t get a chance to hide the text on my phone. His expression darkened. I wanted to run but I had a sleeping baby on me.

	“Give Logan to someone else and come with me,” he hissed before rising from his seat.

	The tone of his voice left no room for argument. So I did as he said, I got up and carefully handed Logan over to Ellie who was closest and walked out of the room on Brent’s heels. No one really noticed us leaving since they were all engaged in conversation.

	Brent took me downstairs to his flat. When we reached his living room, he made me sit down on the sofa whilst he paced back and forth in front of me.

	“I don’t trust him not to hurt you again.”

	“I can’t not go.”

	“I know. I need time to find his weaknesses and work out how the fuck he found out about the debt in the first place.”

	He ran his hand through his hair agitatedly.

	“What do you mean find his weaknesses?”

	“I dig up dirt on people and make sure nothing comes to light which shouldn’t. It used to be for Zach as well, but now it’s just D.”

	I blinked. On some level I’d known Brent worked for my father as well as Dante, but it sounded like he’d been closer to my dad then I realised.

	“What do you mean for my dad?”

	“I was under Zach’s payroll until he handed over the company to you four. I had no choice, Jen. But before you ask, no, I didn’t do anything illegal for him. I kept his secrets to protect the company and D. That’s all.”

	It hadn’t even crossed my mind that Brent would engage in anything illegal. I mean I knew my dad had, but he was a piece of shit so it came with the territory.

	“It doesn’t matter. It’s in the past. So what? You’re just going to dig into Max’s background? How will that stop him? He has all the power, not us.”

	He shook his head.

	“You’re just going to have to trust me on this.”

	He’d asked me that last night. To trust him.

	“So you’re not going to tell me what you have planned?”

	“No.”

	I stood up and got in his face.

	“You can’t tell me you’re going to fix it and then shut me out like it doesn’t involve me.”

	“Jen—”

	“No, don’t you Jen me! I’ve told you so many times, I’m not some damsel in distress nor do I need rescuing.”

	He exhaled sharply, staring down at me with an intensity which almost made me flinch back.

	“I’m not trying to rescue you. I’m trying to protect you and your siblings from having their names dragged through the mud.”

	“I don’t need protecting.”

	“I beg to differ.”

	I shoved at his chest. He stood there and took it, not budging an inch.

	“Does it make you feel all fucking manly or something? Oh look, Jen’s in danger, let me save the day.”

	I had no idea why I was getting angry at him, only that his refusal to tell me what he had planned riled me up.

	“Contrary to what you might think my world does not revolve around you and whether or not you’re in danger, Jen.”

	My chest burnt at his words and tears started to prick at the corners of my eyes. They were like a fucking dropkick to the heart. I never expected his world to revolve around me, but I wanted to be his world. His everything. The girl he’d do anything for.

	I took a step back, finding my anger evaporating and distress rushing through my veins instead.

	“I deserve to know,” I choked out, fighting back those tears threatening to fall.

	Did he have to keep breaking my heart further?

	He doesn’t know how you feel.

	“I told you, I need time. You only just told me last night so give me a fucking break.”

	I backed away further, wanting to be away from him before I blurted out something I shouldn’t.

	“Fine.”

	His expression turned soft.

	“I don’t want you to worry.”

	I shook my head.

	“You don’t have to face him tomorrow.”

	He closed the distance and tugged me against his chest. I struggled weakly as tears started to fall without my say so.

	“I know you’re scared, but you need to be strong for me, okay? I promise I’ll fix it.”

	He didn’t get it. Yes, I was scared of Max, but I wasn’t acting out for that reason. Brent happened to be the reason. He kept stabbing at my chest with his words. My heart couldn’t take it any longer. I wanted him so much and it just plain hurt.

	A pitiful sob fell from my lips unbidden.

	“Shh, don’t cry. It’s going to be okay.”

	I shook my head, clutching at his t-shirt. Why did he always make me feel so vulnerable? How did he have this much power over my emotions? Why had I let him in?

	He tucked his fingers under my chin and raised my face up towards his. His hazel eyes were full of emotions I couldn’t work out.

	“You don’t need protecting, but I’m going to do it anyway. I care about you too much to let him get to you like this.”

	“That’s… that’s not why I’m crying.”

	“Then what’s wrong?”

	I choked back another sob.

	“You. I’m crying because of you.”

	His expression became stricken. I hadn’t meant for those words to come out.

	“Me?”

	I tried to pull away, not wanting to have this conversation I’d unwittingly started.

	“What did I do?”

	“Let go,” I sobbed.

	“No, tell me what I did.”

	I shoved at him, desperate now to be as far away as possible before the truth tried to escape my mouth. All the words were on the tip of my tongue. Words like I want to be with you and I love you.

	“Jen, please, you can’t say that then run.”

	“Let go.”

	“No.”

	“I hate you.”

	His eyes darkened. I knew he couldn’t stand me saying it. I’d always known.

	“Not this again. You do not hate me. For fuck’s sake, what did I do?”

	I wrenched out of his grasp finally, backing away with my chest heaving and tears streaming down my cheeks.

	“What did you do? What did you fucking do?” I pointed at him. “You made me want you and then dropped me like I mean nothing, all because I’m Dante’s sister. Am I not worth more than that? Don’t I mean anything to you? You say you care about me but how can I believe that? How can I trust you when you keep hurting me? Tell me how!”

	He surged forward and gripped me by the shoulders.

	“You mean more to me than you know.”

	“Then prove it to me because right now, I don’t know how the hell you feel about me.”

	 

	
Chapter Sixteen

	Brent

	Why did it keep coming back to this? I couldn’t stand the way her blue eyes watered and the tears streaming down her face. Nor the agony in her expression. I’d done that. And it hurt worse than I ever thought it could. My heart burnt with it.

	So I did the only thing I could think of to take it away. My hand tangled in her beautiful dark hair as I brought my lips down to hers. Jen’s hands went to my shoulders, a small mewl of protest erupting from her throat.

	She told me to prove how I felt. Words weren’t cutting it. I needed to show her. As I tugged her closer, my tongue swept into her mouth, claiming her in a brutal and unforgiving kiss.

	Jen is mine.

	The words banded themselves around my chest. The need to make her aware of the fact laced my veins. No one else could have her. Especially not that scumbag Max fucking Graves.

	My hand tightened in her hair. I pulled her head back and stared down at her. Jen’s blue eyes were wide with lust mixed in with confusion.

	“Show me you want me,” I practically growled. “Show me I’m yours.”

	She searched my face for a long moment before she lowered herself to her knees with my hand still in her hair. Her hands went to my jeans, quickly dispensing with the buttons and zip. I jerked slightly when her fingers ran over my cock before she freed it from my boxers.

	Fuck knows what had gotten into me but Jen seemed to be on board with it. I doubted she let anyone else tell her what to do.

	Hold on, this isn’t reminding her of Zach or Max, is it?

	I stopped her from wrapping her lips around me. Her blue eyes were cautious as she looked up at me.

	“Do you want this?”

	“Yes, I want you, all of you.”

	As if to show me, she leant forward and ran her tongue up the underside of my cock, making me shiver. Her small hand gripped me at the base and she took me in her wet, hot mouth.

	Honestly, I never thought I’d ever see Jen on her knees wanting to bring me pleasure. She’d always been so independent and scornful of anyone trying to tell her what to do.

	My fingers tightened in her hair. Shit her mouth felt amazing. She sucked me with long drawn out strokes as her fingers worked me. If she kept this up, I’d be coming down her throat in no time at all.

	“Jen,” I almost whimpered like a fucking baby because what she was doing to me was heavenly and I never wanted this to stop.

	How the fuck could I keep resisting her?

	You can’t. You love her. You want her. Just give in.

	She hummed, the vibrations thrumming along my cock. Her tongue curled along the underside of me and her blue eyes stared up into mine, taunting me with the desire simmering in them. The sight of her on her knees for me was utterly maddening. I couldn’t help myself any longer. My hips jerked forward, the urge to pound into her driving me.

	She pulled back, breathing deeply before she rose to her feet and placed both hands on my chest. Jen pushed me back until I practically fell into the armchair behind me. She straddled me and her hands came up, cupping my face.

	“You don’t have to choose,” she whispered. “Don’t you see? I’m already yours and you’re already mine. We’re meant to be together. Stop trying to hide from it. Stop using him as an excuse. Be with me, Brent.”

	I blinked, trying to work out if I’d heard her correctly.

	“You want an actual relationship with me?”

	I needed her to be clear about what she was asking me.

	“Yes.”

	My blood pounded in my ears.

	She’s mine.

	My hands curled around her waist, holding her to me.

	“I’m yours and you’re mine.”

	She nodded, her blue eyes intent on mine.

	All my arguments flew out the window. I wanted to give in. Give into what I’d craved for so long.

	Her.

	“Okay,” I whispered, sealing my fate and binding myself to her.

	Her eyes welled with tears all over again. I couldn’t stand it. Reaching up, I brushed my thumb under her eye, catching the tear which leaked out.

	“Don’t cry.”

	“I never thought you’d say yes.”

	Honestly, neither did I. And yet my heart’s desire was sitting right there on top of me, offering herself to me. This time it was different. Before, she’d only said she wanted to continue sleeping with me. As much as I adored being inside of Jen, I couldn’t risk my friendship with her brother for sex. But for something more? For a relationship with a future? How could I turn that down?

	“You never asked for everything with me before.”

	“I didn’t know I wanted it until you told me no when we were away.”

	There were things I had to admit to her about how long I’d wanted her, but all of that seemed insignificant right then. All I could see and think of was her.

	“My firestorm,” I whispered before she kissed me.

	There was relief in that kiss, like she needed this more than she was letting on. When she pulled back, she rested her forehead against mine.

	“I wasn’t going to say anything until after we handled Max, but I need you so much it hurts. I don’t know how you became so fucking important to me, but you are. I can’t be without you.” She sighed. “We’ll get through this, won’t we?”

	I nodded. I didn’t know quite how yet, but we would.

	“I’ll find a way, Jen. I meant what I said, I’m going to protect you and your family, okay?”

	“I know.” Her lips met mine. “I know.” The kiss became heated. “Take me to bed and show me I’m yours.”

	The passing consideration someone might notice we’d disappeared together flittered across my mind. Then I was on my feet with her wrapped around me and striding towards my bedroom, shoving all other thoughts aside.

	I laid Jen out on my bed like the very first time I’d had her here. I stripped her down until she was bare before me, her milky white skin stark against my dark sheets.

	“You belong right here,” I murmured as I leant over her. “In my bed. With me.”

	“Show me.”

	My clothes came next. Her hands ran up my bare back, nails scratching across my skin and driving me crazy. I gripped her thighs, pressing her legs open and settling in between them. The sharp pant which escaped her lips when I slid inside her made my heart thump harder.

	I love you. You’re mine.

	“Mine,” I growled against her lips as I kissed her.

	“Yours,” she whispered against mine.

	My fingers entangled with hers on the bed, pinning her there whilst I fucked her long, slow and deep. Assuring her with each thrust I’d never let her go. My eyes fixed on her brilliant blues, telling me she accepted everything I gave her.

	Would she understand when I told her I’d loved her almost half her life? That even as she’d been a fifteen year old and completely out of bounds, I’d wanted and needed her anyway. I wanted to help her heal. And now I’d been given the chance to finally after all these years.

	Jen was mine. A girl I could hold on to. A girl who no longer flinched away at the thought of my touch nor turned her ire on me. The only girl to ever have my heart.

	“I won’t leave you in the dark again,” I told her, my voice barely above a whisper. “I won’t push you away. I’m right here. Where I’ve always been.”

	I hadn’t meant the last part to slip out but she didn’t look annoyed by it. She just smiled.

	“I know.”

	Words failed me. Did she? Did she really understand? I wasn’t ready for that conversation quite yet. I wasn’t ready for any of this, but life has a funny way of giving you exactly what you want at the strangest fucking time.

	Shoving away those thoughts, I watched her as she panted and moaned whilst I fucked her. Was there ever a more beautiful sight then Jen beneath me? Her face flushed, eyes wide and breathing heavy. Perhaps when she was on top of me, her naked form on full show whilst she took her pleasure from me. Either way, Jen was my fucking world. And now she really was all mine.

	I was in awe when she came. Her body trembling, her hands gripping my back with nails digging into my skin making me grunt from the sharp points of pain. I’d let her do what she wished as long as she stayed. As long as she kept looking up at me with those fucking blue eyes which drowned me. If she kept panting my name like a prayer.

	It was all too fucking much for me. All my emotions suffocated me and I couldn’t hold back whilst she came apart around me. I let out a high pitched grunt of “Fuck, Jen,” before I exploded. Heat licked up my spine, sending me spiralling. And I all but collapsed on her, utterly spent when it faded. Rolling on my back so as not to squish her, I stared up at the ceiling and wondered how the fuck this had happened. And how the fuck was I going to begin to explain this to Dante.

	Jen slipped out of the room and came back within a few minutes before I went into the bathroom and cleaned up myself. Exhaustion decided to set in. The lack of sleep last night and the sex making me drowsy. We curled up under the covers and held each other, allowing sleep to claim us both.

	***

	I sat at my kitchen table with my laptop going over everything I currently had on Max Graves to see if I’d missed anything. Jen would have to see him tonight and she wasn’t looking forward to it at all. Yesterday when we’d woken up, she’d gone back upstairs to spend the rest of the afternoon with her family. It was late evening when she snuck back down and spent the night with me. Having her in my bed was heavenly and waking up to her beautiful face, even better.

	We hadn’t exactly broached the subject of telling anyone else we were together. There were more pressing matters like Max to deal with. Besides, everyone was too busy cooing over baby Logan to really notice what was going on between Jen and me. I hadn’t gone upstairs since yesterday, wanting to give Dante and Liora time with her parents whilst they were here.

	It gave me time to rack my brain and work out how the hell Max had found out about the blood debt. Very few people knew about it so whoever spilled the beans could only be a one of a handful of people. My very first suspicion was Zach himself, but with him being in prison, it didn’t seem likely. Still, he’d been harassing James so I wouldn’t put it past him to try get to his daughters somehow.

	Then there was Zach’s friend Marcus. Although I was pretty sure he wouldn’t have got himself involved in any more shit after he was imprisoned for his part in helping Zach cover up Margo’s murder.

	None of the siblings would’ve revealed it nor would Angus, so I was left at a bit of a loss and it drew me back to my original thought. Zach. But why would Zach be involved with Max Graves and how? What did he have to gain by bringing down the company he built? He must know his own daughter wouldn’t stand for that kind of shit. Was this just another way of manipulating his kids even from inside his cell?

	It wasn’t like I could go ask him myself because if he knew I was onto him, then things might blow up in our faces. I had to tread carefully. Still, Zach being behind it was the only logical conclusion I could draw.

	My phone buzzed on the table next to me, drawing me out of my musings. I picked it up and checked the message.

	JEN: Fi cornered me and made me spill everything… Don’t be mad!

	She’d told me yesterday about their conversation in the kitchen. I’d never begrudge Jen telling Fi anything. Those two were like peas in a pod and I was actually glad they were sharing their lives with each other again. For Jen’s sake especially. I knew how much she missed Fi and their closeness.

	ME: What did she say?

	JEN: It’s about time you admitted you have feelings for me.

	Apparently I wasn’t as good at hiding my feelings as I thought I’d been. Though Fi was Jen’s sister so actually it didn’t surprise me she’d guessed the truth.

	ME: Is that all?

	JEN: Oh well, she’s happy for us too obviously. She may have fist punched the air. I didn’t realise me having a boyfriend would be so exciting for her, but whatever.

	I couldn’t help smiling. Seeing it right there in writing. Jen’s boyfriend. Who’d have fucking thought my wish would come true? Not me. I mean, shit, I’d wanted her for so long. It still didn’t seem real. Her wanting me back after all this time she’d insisted she hated me.

	ME: I’m your boyfriend now, am I?

	JEN: Brent…

	ME: Yes?

	JEN: That’s not funny. Consider yourself warned.

	I shouldn’t be winding her up. Especially not when she had to deal with Max later. I was going to apologise, but then again, perhaps distracting her would help.

	ME: Are you going to punish me?

	JEN: You’ll just have to wait and see.

	Trust Jen not to play fair. Though I had brought it on myself in all honesty.

	ME: If I promised multiple orgasms later, would you forgive me?

	JEN: Are you trying to bribe me?

	ME: Maybe, is it working?

	JEN: No, but you can give me those anyway since I know how much you like having your tongue between my legs.

	And now I couldn’t get the image out of my head. My mouth watered and my cock began to stand to attention. Christ, not what I needed right now. Not when I was trying to work out how the fuck Zach and Max knew each other and why he was going to these lengths. The longer I considered it, the more convinced I became about Zach orchestrating this whole thing. Could I tell Jen about my suspicions? She’d either be livid or it would hurt her. I didn’t want to be responsible for sending her spiralling downwards.

	I rubbed my hand across my face, trying to ignore the fact that my dick hadn’t gone down despite my efforts to think about anything else other than Jen spread out across the kitchen table so I could devour her little pussy.

	ME: I hope you’re happy now you’ve rendered me completely incapable of thinking about anything else.

	JEN: Mission accomplished!

	ME: You’re incorrigible.

	JEN: You love it.

	I shook my head. God I needed to quit this conversation before I had to take matters into my own hands.

	ME: That’s debatable.

	When she didn’t immediately respond, I put my phone back on the table and went back to my laptop. There had to be some kind of connection between Zach and Max. I just had to find out what it was and that would take research. So I didn’t need my girl distracting me. It was time to dive into my old files on Zach. He would probably be pissed as hell to learn I’d kept this stuff, but I didn’t trust him not to pull further shit after everything he put his kids through.

	The next few hours were spent trawling through documents I’d rather not look at and not yielding any results. By the time I had a text from Dante to say Liora’s mum had made dinner, I was frustrated as hell. There had to be some kind of link otherwise I was back to square one. Trudging upstairs, my phone buzzed in my pocket.

	JEN: I don’t want to go.

	ME: I’ll be right here when you get back.

	JEN: I wish you were here with me instead.

	My heart lurched. Jen showed so much vulnerability with me. She needed me and I’d been such a dick to her before when I kept pushing her away because of Dante. So I called her, stopping in the hallway rather than going through into the conservatory.

	“Hey.”

	She sounded a little off which concerned me.

	“You’re not okay, are you?”

	“No… I’m scared he’ll hurt me again.”

	The marks on her neck had finally faded. I hated the fucking sight of them. Evidence of how much danger my firestorm was in.

	“He won’t. Just don’t provoked him, okay? You got this. I promise I’ll be waiting right here for you and if you need me, just text or call me.”

	“You know I hate relying on other people.”

	That made me smile a little.

	“Tough shit. I’m here whether you like it or not.”

	“Ugh, why are you always so annoying?”

	“You wouldn’t have it any other way.”

	I noticed Liora stick her head out of the kitchen door and raised an eyebrow at me. I put a finger up to indicate I’d only be a minute.

	“Thank you.”

	“For what?”

	“Being here and actually giving a shit. I know I’m not the best at this, but you know I appreciate it.”

	“I’ll always be here for you.”

	And this time, I wouldn’t fuck anything up. I’d do right by Jen. That meant telling her brother which I was quite honestly dreading.

	“Yeah okay, don’t need to get all sappy and shit. I’ll see you later.”

	Taking a quick glance to check that Liora had disappeared, I lowered my voice.

	“I miss you.”

	“What did I just say?”

	“Don’t get sappy and shit.”

	“Ugh, fuck, I miss you too. Bye.”

	She hung up without letting me say goodbye back. Typical, but it made me smile. She missed me. I shoved my phone back in my pocket and walked into the kitchen.

	“Why do you look so happy?” Liora asked as she held Logan against her chest and patted his back.

	“Am I not allowed to be?”

	“You are.” She narrowed her eyes. “But I’ve never seen you this happy.”

	Probably because I’d never had Jen wanting, needing and missing me before.

	I shrugged and walked towards the conservatory doors.

	“Perhaps I’m just in a good mood.”

	“I’m watching you. Don’t think just because I’ve got a new born baby, I don’t have eyes in the back of my head.”

	I glanced back at her.

	“You’re far too suspicious for your own good.”

	“I’m onto you, Brent. I swear you’re up to something.”

	I laughed shaking my head as I went into the conservatory. Liora could think what she liked. I wasn’t about to spill the beans just yet. Not until Jen and I agreed it was time.

	Now I just had to get through the evening without going out of my mind with worry over Jen and her meal with Max. If anything happened to her, I wouldn’t fucking forgive myself for not being there. I hoped Jen would be able to cope. Her temper could get the better of her at times, so all bets were off. As long as he didn’t say anything stupid, she’d be okay.

	I hoped.

	 

	
Chapter Seventeen

	Jennifer

	As soon as I hung up on Brent, I felt my heart sinking. Speaking to him had made me feel better even if I hated the way my heart raced when he said he missed me. So I wasn’t totally keen on this whole being in love thing. It was really bloody inconvenient. He consumed my thoughts. I wanted to go home and curl up in his lap like some fucking idiot who believed in fairy tales and happy endings. I was not one of those girls. So Brent making me feel that way? Yeah, it was fucking annoying. And no way in hell I’d admit it to him. I mean, I hadn’t told him I loved him yet. A part of me wanted to, but it didn’t feel like the right time with everything else going on. I was still a little freaked out over the fact we were together. It’s what I wanted. At the same time, the newness of having a real boyfriend and it being Brent of all people made me feel unbalanced.

	I grabbed the dress I brought into the office so I didn’t have to run home and changed before applying more makeup. Whilst I didn’t want to dress up for Max, not keeping up appearances would land me in trouble. I had no intention of causing any offence this evening.

	When I got to the restaurant, another fine dining place which was no doubt for him to show off his prestige, Max was already seated at our table. He got up when I approached, giving me a kiss on the cheek before tucking my chair in as I sat.

	“You look beautiful tonight,” he told me as he took his own seat again.

	“Thank you.”

	His eyebrow raised slightly. I kept my expression and tone neutral. There was no need to aggravate him. Seeing him made my skin itch and reminded me of when he’d had his fingers wrapped around my neck, squeezing my airway.

	“You’ll be pleased to know I smoothed things over with my family.”

	“I am. Thank you again.”

	I picked up the menu and looked it over. Honestly, right now, I’d rather be in front of the TV stuffing my face with pizza and falling into a cheese induced coma with my actual boyfriend.

	Ugh, what is wrong with me? Since when did my life revolve around wanting to spend all my time with Brent?

	“I’ve heard the filet mignon is top quality here.”

	I couldn’t care less if it was the best thing I’d ever eaten in my life. The sound of it made my stomach turn especially since he’d likely order it rare. Bloody steaks made me queasy.

	“I think I’ll have the seabass.”

	I glanced at him. He was eying me with what could only be suspicion. Served him fucking right. He’d told me to behave and that’s exactly what he was going to get.

	“To start?”

	Why we were having a mundane conversation about what was on the menu was beyond me. I suppose there was that undercurrent of tension between us and not in a good way. He told me he liked his women obedient. What better way to stay in his good books then by giving him exactly that.

	“Oh well, I can’t decide between the scallops or the burrata.”

	“The scallops if you’re going to have the seabass afterwards.”

	“Okay, I’ll take your suggestion.”

	I swear he was getting irritated with me by the way his brow furrowed. I wanted to tell him he asked for this, but instead, I kept my mouth shut.

	When the waiter came over, he ordered for us, including another expensive bottle of white since I was having fish. I surveyed the restaurant. It was busy for a Monday night, which surprised me.

	“Are you feeling okay?”

	I turned back to him.

	“Of course, why wouldn’t I be?”

	“It’s just…” He stared at me before shaking his head. “You’re not normally so quiet.”

	I folded my hands in my lap, trying to come across as demure.

	“I had a long day.”

	I was not about to mention my nephew arriving over the weekend and causing an uproar in my household. Max didn’t get know a thing about my private life.

	“Where’s your fire, Jennifer?”

	“I’m merely doing as you requested.”

	He sat back and regarded me for a long moment.

	“I don’t like this.” He waved a hand at me. “You’re devoid of passion, emotion… fire.”

	What the hell more did he want from me? I wasn’t a toy for him to pull this way and that. He couldn’t ask me to behave and then decide he didn’t want that any longer.

	“I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but we don’t always get what we want in life.”

	“I do.”

	He sounded like a petulant child and it almost made me smile.

	Poor baby wanting to throw his toys out the pram because he’s got what he wants but he doesn’t like it.

	“Some might say that’s a very entitled attitude.”

	“And? I’ve been given everything I ever wanted. People don’t say no to me.”

	I stifled the urge to roll my eyes. What a prick. He’d likely been told he could do anything by Mummy and Daddy.

	“I feel sorry for you.”

	He sat up straighter and cocked his head to the side, frowning at me.

	“Why?”

	“It must be such a sad life you lead thinking people owe you everything. Pity that illusion will be shattered one day.”

	“What’s that supposed to mean?”

	I shrugged and looked down at my nails.

	“You know it’s funny, Max. You seem to think you can just manipulate your way into getting everything you want. You’ll see one day none of that is real. Women might fawn all over you, but really, they’re just after a rich husband or a quick fuck before they move onto greener pastures. You’ll never know what it’s like to be truly liked or loved by anyone and that’s kind of sad, don’t you think?”

	Why the hell did that come out of my mouth? I’d promised myself I wouldn’t say anything to him which he could hurt me for. Not letting my inner turmoil show in my expression, I stared at him, wondering what he’d say.

	He watched me for a moment before he smiled. Then he laughed, the sound rather maniacal. I had no idea what to make of it. He sounded fucking crazy and people were beginning to look at us. Normally I wouldn’t give a shit, but honestly, this was a little embarrassing.

	He abruptly stopped and stared at me.

	“Oh Jennifer, I knew that little spark was still in there somewhere. Your smart mouth does you no favours.”

	My smart mouth as he called it had got me in trouble on more than one occasion. Especially with Brent. God, why was I thinking about him again? My heart ached with the need to be close to him.

	“Then I’ll endeavour to keep it shut then, shall I?”

	“Oh no, I quite like watching you get riled up. Verbal sparring is quite a treat.”

	I shifted in my seat. What did he want from me? His comments were so contradictory. Did he want me demure or fiery? At least I knew where I stood with Brent. He liked me the way I was. Didn’t want me to change. Max confused the shit out of me.

	“What do you want, Max? You say you like women obedient but then you want to verbally spar with me. I’m tired of this game already.”

	He didn’t respond as the waiter came over with our starters. I sighed, wanting to pull my phone out so I could reassure myself Brent was there for me. Did that make me weak? God. Fuck. I needed to discuss this new status quo with Jensen. Nothing made sense to me any longer. He’d give me some solid advice as always. How my sister’s boyfriend always knew the right things to say was beyond me. I guess it’s his job to know, but still. A fountain of knowledge. My support network. It had now expanded to include Brent. I couldn’t deny knowing he was just a phone call away made the ache in my chest ease a little.

	“What I want is for you to be mine.”

	A cold chill ran down my spine at those words. I dared look up at Max. His ice blue eyes were sharp and his demeanour terrifying. I wouldn’t be cowed. He might have hurt me a few days ago, but I was stronger. I’d fight. He had no idea who he was up against.

	“That’s never going to happen. You can blackmail me all you want. Hurt me. Make me wish I’d never been born, but you’ll never have me. I’m not yours to own.”

	I sat back, watching his eyes flash with anger.

	“I’ll break you. You will be mine.”

	“You can try. Hell, you can do whatever you want.” I waved my hand. “I’m not scared of you. You’re just a little boy playing at the big bad wolf and it’s pathetic. You think I don’t know what it’s like to be in the claws of a monster already? You seem to think you know so much about my family, so tell me, do you know why Fi and I became mute all those years ago?”

	Fuck it felt good to say that. He was pathetic. Blackmailing me was the only way he could get to me. To have me. But he’d never really have me in the way he clearly wanted.

	He frowned and looked away as if my question confused him. So he didn’t know. He had no idea what my father had done to Fi and I. Very few people did. Not something you wanted out in the public sphere. I didn’t need anyone else feeling sorry for me or pitying me for what happened.

	“You really have no idea.” I bit my lip. “Oh, Max, you think you have all the cards, don’t you? It’s such a shame. Go on, tell me, are you going to release all our secrets now? Because let me tell you, the scandal wouldn’t just engulf Bensons, it would bring you down too by association.”

	He brought his gaze back to me, hard and uncompromising, but I didn’t flinch. I didn’t back down. I crossed my arms over my chest and raised an eyebrow.

	“What makes you think you can bring me down?”

	“Oh well, I can’t say it will look too good on you if it became public knowledge you blackmailed your way into my company.”

	“You wouldn’t.”

	“Try me. Just fucking try me.”

	Our food was completely forgotten in this battle. I didn’t care, having lost my appetite anyway. I might have been scared shitless of this evening before, but that was before I realised I still held some of the cards. Max was a stupid little boy trying to play a big man’s game.

	Brent will be proud of me.

	We stared at each other for a long moment. Then he laid his hands flat on the table in front of him.

	“It seems we are at an impasse.”

	“Looks like it.”

	I knew what I wanted. Max out of my company and my life. Somehow I didn’t think that would be happening any time soon.

	“The deal still stands, Jennifer.”

	“I have a new stipulation.”

	He glared, but then his expression cleared and he sighed.

	“What is it?”

	I leant forward, a smile playing on my lips.

	“You’re not going to touch me again. If you dare lay a hand on me, I will destroy you. Are we clear?”

	He ground his teeth and his jaw clenched.

	“Fine,” he said through gritted teeth.

	My smile widened and I picked up my knife and fork.

	“Shall we?” I indicated the food with my head.

	Despite my stomach churning at my audacious and downright dangerous behaviour, I wasn’t going to let this meal go to waste. I’d taken a risk and it’d paid off for now. But things could still backfire. Things could still fall apart and go down in flames. So I had to be careful.

	He gave me a sharp nod before he picked up his own knife and fork.

	A civil meal with him I could do now I’d taken the threat of his touching me off the table.

	***

	I trudged up the steps to the house feeling weariness set in. Unlocking the door, I walked in and heard the baby screaming upstairs. So much for Logan being a quiet baby. I made my way to my room, cleaning off my face and changing into a set of pyjamas. Then I went into the living room, finding Liora and Dante trying desperately to appease their son.

	“Not like that,” Liora scolded, smacking Dante’s hand away.

	“What the fuck do you want me to do? He’s not hungry and he doesn’t need changing.”

	I sighed, rolling my eyes.

	“Have you two tried rocking him?”

	They both looked up at me. I wasn’t some kind of baby expert, but these two were absolutely clueless. I wondered where Liora’s mum was but decided not to ask. Perhaps they wanted to prove they could do this by themselves.

	“When did you get home?” Dante asked.

	“Like five minutes ago,” I told him, coming further into the room. “Can I?”

	Liora nodded so I came around and picked up their son from the sofa. Afie had always quietened down when I put her on my shoulder and rocked her to sleep.

	“How long has he been awake?”

	“Too long,” Liora said with a sigh.

	I patted Logan’s back and walked around the room, rocking him on my shoulder. He was still screaming, but that didn’t bother me too much. I started singing softly, trying to assure him he was okay and he just needed a nap. After a few minutes, he started to quieten down and after ten more, he promptly fell asleep.

	“How the fuck did you do that?” Dante asked when I handed his son to him.

	“Magic,” I replied giving him jazz hands.

	He scowled and marched away out of the room to put Logan in his cot. Liora slumped on the sofa, looking exhausted. I sat next to her.

	“How you doing?”

	“I didn’t think having a baby would be this hard. It’s only been a two days.”

	I rubbed her shoulder.

	“It’ll be okay.”

	At least I hoped it would. She turned to me, her eyes narrowing.

	“What’s going on between you and Brent?”

	I froze and immediately had no idea what to say. If I told her, would she reveal it to Dante? And how had she even noticed when she’d been so focused on having Logan? Then again, Liora was pretty sharp and quick on the uptake.

	“What do you mean?”

	“I’m not stupid, Jen. The two of you have stopped bickering like children. You spend a ton of time together. I caught you sleeping with your head in his lap. So you tell me.”

	I looked down at my hands. This conversation wasn’t one I wanted to have right now. To be honest, I wanted to go downstairs and curl up in bed with Brent so I could tell him about my evening with Max.

	“We’re just friends I guess.”

	“Just friends?”

	I shrugged, not wanting to meet her eyes.

	“Yeah… he’s not so bad really.”

	She snorted, making me look up. Her face registered her disbelief.

	“I’m surprised you noticed considering your determination to spend your entire life hating his guts.”

	“Consider it personal growth. Holding onto teenage grudges doesn’t do me any favours.”

	Besides, the real reason I’d spent this entire time hating him had everything to do with me hating the way I felt about him deep down. Hating that I wanted him. Hating the strange connection between us which had been forged all those years ago when our eyes first met. Had he felt the same way all this time? Did he realise we were meant to be? And would he even tell me if that was the case? Perhaps he’d thought it was wrong considering I’d been fifteen the day we met and he’d twenty one. I couldn’t exactly say it wasn’t, but it didn’t change facts. Brent and I had always been on a path to collision. It’d been a question of when not if.

	“Well, if there was more to it, then we’d all be happy for you.”

	My eyebrows shot up.

	“What? Yeah right. As if Dante wouldn’t kick the crap out of Brent for touching his sister.”

	“So you do like him like that.”

	I scowled.

	“No, I don’t. I’m just saying.”

	Oh I did. I more than liked Brent. I wanted marriage and babies with him. Though admitting those things made me feel all kinds of crazy. It might be considered far too soon to think about those things, but when you’d known someone for twelve years, it didn’t feel too soon at all. More like a long time coming.

	“Hmm, you keep telling yourself that.”

	“I do not like him like that. What gave you that impression anyway?”

	She smiled at me.

	“You’re getting awfully defensive.”

	“Ugh, shut up. Why are you getting on my case all of a sudden? Do you want me and Brent to be together or something?”

	She shrugged and stood up.

	“I’m just saying it wouldn’t be a bad thing. You could resolve some of that sexual tension simmering between you at all times. As for your brother, he wouldn’t hurt Brent over it. He knows Brent would take a bullet for you if necessary. He just wants you safe and happy, you know that.”

	“What sexual tension?”

	She laughed and shook her head before walking towards the door.

	“Oh, Jen, you really are clueless. Ever since I’ve known the two of you I’ve seen it lingering. You might claim to have hated him, but really, I think the two of you just needed to resolve your attraction to each other.”

	She didn’t give me a chance to retort, strolling away out of the room. My mouth was hanging open. What the fuck did that even mean? How had everyone else noticed this apart from me?

	I closed my mouth and got up to check if the coast was clear. I turned out the lights as Liora had gone upstairs and snuck downstairs, locking up the house before going down to Brent’s flat. I found him in the kitchen pouring over his laptop. He looked up when I walked in with a grin on his face.

	“Hello girlfriend.”

	I rolled my eyes but it didn’t stop me going over to him and sitting in his lap whilst I wrapped my arms around his neck.

	“How was it?” he asked, stroking my side and staring into my eyes.

	“Before I get into all of that, you wouldn’t believe the conversation I just had with Liora.”

	He cocked an eyebrow.

	“Oh?”

	“Well, Logan was screaming so I calmed him down before Dante took him upstairs then I get Liora giving me the third degree.”

	“About what?”

	I sighed, my fingers curling into the hair at the back of his head before I leant closer and brushed my lips against his.

	“Jen?”

	I pressed my mouth more firmly against his, needing to kiss him. The relief I felt at his lips moulding to mine gave me a sense of peace. I rested my forehead against his when I pulled away.

	“Liora thinks we have a lot of unresolved sexual tension and apparently, she’s thought that the entire time she’s known us. It sounded like she’d be happy about us being together, but I didn’t tell her, of course.”

	“Unresolved sexual tension? Where did she get that idea?”

	I shrugged.

	“It’s pretty resolved now.”

	He grinned, his hand drifting under my top and stroking against my bare skin.

	“Don’t you think we should keep trying? Perhaps it’s not completely resolved just yet.”

	“Don’t you want to know about Max?”

	He lifted me up off his lap and set me on the table before his hands were on my shorts, tugging them down my legs.

	“Not right now.”

	All thoughts of what happened with Max and my conversation with Liora flew out the window the moment he dropped to his knees and buried his face between my legs. I don’t think I had a coherent thought for quite a while after that. Brent made good on his promise from earlier and multiple orgasms were aplenty for the rest of the night.

	 

	
Chapter Eighteen

	Brent

	So Liora was onto us. In all honesty, it didn’t bother me as much as it should. She could tell Dante, but somehow, I didn’t think she would. Liora was just as much as my friend as she was Dante’s wife. She didn’t tell him everything, confiding a lot of things in me instead. Particularly during her pregnancy and when she found it hard to cope with his moods. Those two loved each other deeply, but even they weren’t perfect. Every relationship had its ups and downs.

	Things would never go back to the way they were before Logan had come into our lives, but they’d go back to normal soon enough. And I’d told them I wouldn’t mind babysitting if they needed a couple of hours alone. The things I did for my best friends. It wouldn’t be too much of a chore. Not in the way taking care of Cam and her kids was. Don’t get me wrong, I loved my nieces and nephews, but dealing with my sister’s crap? That I could really do without.

	When Jen told me about her conversation with Max, I was equal parts proud of her and worried at the same time. She’d taken a huge gamble by pressing him like that. Maybe she should’ve kept her mouth shut, but then again, she’d extracted a further concession to their deal. He wouldn’t lay hands on her. Pity I didn’t fucking trust a word he said, but it would have to do for now. If this kept her safe, then so be it. My top priority was making sure Jen wasn’t in harm’s way. I guess that’s why I was at the prison today.

	Did I really want a conversation with her father? No, but the lengths I’d go for Jen’s sake were infinite. For all of them really. This situation had the potential to go very wrong and I was determined to set it to rights.

	Jen had no idea I was here today. It’d taken a few days for me to arrange visitation, but now I was here sitting in front of Zach Benson. Someone I despised with every inch of my being for what he’d done to his kids.

	“I didn’t expect to see you here,” he said with a hard glint to his blue eyes.

	“Yeah, well, neither did I, but needs must.”

	“What brings you to this fine establishment?”

	I stifled the urge to roll my eyes.

	“I have questions.”

	He splayed his hands out.

	“By all means, ask away. I have time.”

	He had all the time in the world. That’s what concerned me. No doubt concocting various nefarious plans in his sick head.

	“Did you not take James’ warnings seriously, Zach? He told you to leave your kids alone.”

	He eyed me for a long moment before settling his hands in his lap and leaning back in his chair.

	“I haven’t contacted any of them.”

	“That doesn’t mean you haven’t found a way to dig your way back into their lives.”

	“They are still my children.”

	I scoffed and then I really did roll my eyes. Yes, he might have had a hand in bringing them into the world, but he wasn’t their parent. He was their monster.

	“On paper perhaps.”

	He stared at me with unnerving intensity. Zach had that way about him. His very presence was a carefully constructed façade and one he didn’t often let people see past. I did. I knew what kind of sick, twisted thoughts lurked behind his mask. He’d never change and I was fucking glad he’d likely never be released. The man didn’t know how to show remorse.

	“Tell me, what do you know of their activities then?”

	“Well, of course, I know Dante is married to Angus’ little chit of a daughter, but James told me as much. He brought his little girlfriend to see me. Quiet one that. Seen hell in her life no doubt. As for my daughters, well, Fiona is with a man eleven years her senior and Jennifer is still a stubborn little miss.”

	I cocked my head to the side, wondering how he knew about Fi and Jensen, but I suppose Zach had his ways. It was neither here nor there. I was here because of Jen.

	“I’m going to ask you something and I want you to answer me honestly. Don’t worry, I didn’t come empty handed either, but first you’re going to tell me the truth.”

	I hated to do this, but the only way to get Zach to talk was by giving him something in return. Dante would likely kill me, however, he’d also thank me for saving his fucking company and family from ruin.

	“Go ahead.”

	“How do you know Maximillian Graves?”

	If Zach was ruffled by me asking, he didn’t show it.

	“I don’t.”

	I narrowed my eyes.

	“I told you to be honest.”

	“I am. I have no reason to lie to you.”

	He had many reasons, but I wasn’t going to lay them out for him.

	“Who else knows about the blood debt, Zach?”

	His mouth twitched.

	“Other than those involved?”

	“Yes.”

	He moved his hand, laying it on the table before he started to drum his fingers on it.

	“Felix and Teddy Williams.” The Benson’s solicitor and doctor who happened to be brothers. “Marcus, but of course, you knew that already.”

	“Who else?”

	“No one.”

	I sat back and frowned. None of this added up.

	“Do you trust all of them not to have revealed it?”

	“Of course. It wouldn’t do to allow that little piece of information to come to light. Not when it would destroy the company I built from the ground up. You think I don’t care about my children, but I assure you, I have no interest in seeing them fall into ruin.”

	This poked a huge hole in my theory.

	“Then who would want to see them fall?”

	“I couldn’t tell you. In case you’ve forgotten, I’m locked up behind these four walls.”

	I sighed, rubbing my face. This wasn’t what I wanted to hear. Zach might be a slippery bastard, but somehow, I knew he was telling the truth. And whilst he had his ways of getting information even from behind bars, if he didn’t know this, then it meant other forces were at play here.

	“What’s happened, Brent? You wouldn’t have come here unless you had a reason to suspect me of something.”

	I could hide it from him, but what would be the point? He said he didn’t want the company destroyed and I believed him.

	“Max Graves knows about the blood debt. Has evidence of it and is using it to blackmail Jen. He wants her and will stop at nothing to have her, even bringing down Bensons in the process.”

	His fingers stopped drumming on the table before he smiled slowly.

	“So, you’re concerned about your precious little Jennifer, are you?”

	“I’m concerned about the company’s name being dragged through the mud by your ridiculous insistence on punishing Angus Stewart for what happened with your brother. Not to mention how you blackmailed your son into going along with it. I’m not stupid, Zach. D never wanted to be involved, but you made him. You told him you’d slit James, Jen and Fi’s throats if he didn’t.”

	He shook his head and his smile widened. I knew far too much about Zach’s disgusting behaviour. Probably more than Dante had revealed to his siblings. He wanted to spare them a whole lot of pain and I couldn’t blame him. The things their father had done were downright depraved.

	“You can tell yourself that, but I know you’ve been in love with my daughter for a long time, haven’t you? As for Dante, he wanted the Stewart girl when he saw her. So don’t tell me he wasn’t complicit.”

	Honestly, it shouldn’t come as a surprise to me he knew about my feelings towards Jen, but it did. Why had he never brought it up before? Did he even care I’d wanted his daughter since she was fifteen years old? Probably not considering what he’d done to her.

	“It doesn’t matter. I’m trying to protect all of them and your precious company.”

	He eyed me for the longest time before he spoke.

	“What did you bring me?”

	I sighed and reached into my coat pocket, bringing out the photograph I’d printed earlier.

	“Are you going to help me with this situation?”

	“That entirely depends on what you have there.”

	His eyes focused on the photo in my hand. I laid it out on the table and pushed it over to him. He reached out and picked it up, his eyes scanning every detail.

	“Is this…?”

	“Your grandson. He was born in the early hours of Sunday morning.”

	“Does he have a name?”

	His eyes softened a fraction, like seeing he had a grandson brought him joy. I felt sick. Giving Zach this insight into Dante’s life when he really didn’t deserve it. But I’d do anything to protect the Bensons even if it meant making a bargain with their father.

	Jen would murder me for this. I knew if I told her, she’d be pissed. But I wasn’t going to lie to her either. She deserved the truth and well, if she ended things between us over this, then so be it. I knew I had to do this. The lengths I’d go to were immeasurable.

	“Logan Reid Benson.”

	“He looks just like Dante did when he was born.”

	I said nothing. Whatever he was reminiscing about didn’t matter. Didn’t change who he was. A sick, disturbed individual with no morality.

	“Thank you for this.”

	Words I never thought I’d hear out of his mouth. I didn’t want his praise nor his thanks. I just wanted him to help me deal with Max and save Jen any further pain.

	“Does Dante know about this boy’s plot to reveal his little secrets?”

	“No.”

	He looked up at me, dropping the photo down on the table.

	“Then how do you know?”

	“Jen told me.”

	He raised an eyebrow.

	“Has my daughter finally seen sense?”

	I cocked my head to the side.

	“What do you mean?”

	He smiled, but it was cold and there was no emotion behind his eyes.

	“Why, what’s been staring her in the face for twelve years.”

	“And what’s that?”

	“You. Not that you need or want my approval, but I’m giving it to you anyway.”

	I stared at him for a long moment. What the actual fuck? Besides the fact I was kind of pissed off Zach had known I’d loved Jen all this time, I had absolutely no idea why he’d approve of us.

	“You what?”

	“I approve of you as my daughter’s future husband. I must say it was a joy to watch you two fight against your feelings.”

	I had no fucking clue what to say. Nor did I think Jen would appreciate him saying it either. She didn’t want her father’s approval for anything. Also what was this about marriage? Jen and I had barely even started. Yes, she was the only person in this world I’d ever consider making that huge commitment to. I wanted marriage and kids with her, desperately, but not yet. We still had to get over the hurdle of telling everyone else in her family we were together before we even considered anything else.

	“That’s neither here nor there. Are you going to help me?”

	“Come see me again next week and I’ll have something for you.”

	I raised an eyebrow. Just like that? I wondered what he wasn’t telling me. Who fucking knew.

	“Really now?”

	“You don’t trust me and that’s fine, but I assure you, I want to get to the bottom of this.” He sat back, settling his hands in his lap again. “Are you and my daughter together?”

	“That’s really none of your business.”

	“It is if you want me to help you.”

	I sighed and looked away. I was already going to hell for showing him a photograph of Logan, might as well drown myself further. The conversation I’d have with Jen when she got home would probably have me hung, drawn and quartered.

	“Yes, we are.”

	“I’m pleased to hear it. May I keep this?” He pointed at the photograph. “He is my grandson after all, even if I’ll likely never meet him.”

	“Yes.”

	I’d planned on giving it to him, not that he’d earnt such a luxury. I was fucking dreading telling Dante about any of this. Whilst he trusted me to deal with issues such as these, I doubt he’d be impressed by me coming to his father for help. I’d suspected Zach was involved at first, but perhaps he wasn’t. I still wasn’t entirely sure if he was playing me or not even though I believed what he’d told me. This whole thing was so fucking complicated, but if it got Jen out of trouble, then it’d be worth it.

	I stood up, deciding I’d had enough of his company for one day.

	“Until next week.”

	He gave me a slight nod of acknowledgment. I turned and left, wondering how the fuck I was going to tell Jen I’d gone to see her father.

	***

	Jen was in the living room watching TV by herself when I made my way upstairs after I’d got home a few hours ago.

	“Where is everyone?” I asked as I took a seat next to her.

	“Dante and Liora are upstairs napping whilst Logan is asleep. Apparently he kept them up all night and most of today. We need to sort out dinner because they haven’t had time.”

	I’d dropped Angus and Heather off at the airport before I’d gone to the prison earlier as they had to get back. I’m sure Liora would’ve loved her mother to stay longer.

	“We can order in pizza or something.”

	She leant over to me, planting a kiss on my cheek.

	“You must be a mind reader.”

	“Why?”

	“I’m craving cheese like nobody’s business.”

	I shook my head and stroked her arm.

	“I need to talk to you about something.”

	It was better to come out and say it rather than beat around the bush. I might have originally told her I wouldn’t tell her what I had planned, but she deserved to know I’d involved her father. Not that she would thank me for it.

	“Okay, what is it?”

	“I went to see your father today.”

	Her face fell and her eyes darkened.

	“Why the fuck would you do that?”

	I sighed and tried to reach for her but she flinched back. That hurt. Did she think I’d do this without reason?

	“Jen…”

	“No, why the hell would you go and see him?”

	“I suspected he was involved in Max’s schemes.”

	Her eyes got all misty and she curled in on herself.

	“And is he?”

	“No, I don’t think he is.”

	She turned away from me and grabbed a cushion, hugging it to her chest as she looked down at her lap.

	“What happened?”

	So I explained what I’d discussed with him regarding Max and what I’d had to give him in return for information. Her face grew redder and angrier by the minute. I mean, I knew she was going to be mad so this wasn’t exactly unexpected.

	“You told him about Logan? What the fuck, Brent? How could you?”

	“Getting your father to do anything without giving him something in return is impossible. You think Liora didn’t have to give something up to get him to plead guilty?”

	She opened her mouth then shut it again, scowling at me.

	“You still didn’t have to tell him about Logan. What’s Dante going to say? He didn’t want Dad to find out.”

	“Don’t you think I know that? Do you really think I wanted to give him a picture of his grandson after everything he’s done? Trust me, I’m well aware of what D will say. He’s already going to kill me for this thing between us so don’t get me started on what he’ll do to me for this.”

	“Then why’d you do it?”

	“To keep you safe.” I reached out and she let me take her hands. “Don’t you know I’d do anything for you? Even if it means pissing off my best friend. Besides, I’m keeping him safe too although I doubt he’ll see it that way.”

	Tears welled in her eyes and the sight of it fractured my heart.

	“You kept telling me you wouldn’t put me above Dante.”

	I know what I’d said, but that was before. Shit, I couldn’t imagine not taking care of Jen in all the ways she needed. To say I’d been an idiot was an understatement.

	“Jen… you really have no idea, do you?”

	“About what?” she sniffled.

	“About how I feel about you. How I’ve always felt.”

	Was I really going to do this now? Tell her the truth? How could I continue to keep it from her? She deserved to know how long I’d been in love with her. Hell, she deserved to know I loved her full stop.

	“What do you mean?”

	“Do you think this just happened overnight? That I suddenly changed my tune the night we first slept together?”

	She stared at me for a long moment before she tugged her hands out of mine and got up, pacing away from me.

	“Is Dad going to help you?”

	What the fuck?

	Why wasn’t she acknowledging what I just said about my feelings? Why the sudden change?

	“Jen—”

	“Answer the question.”

	“Yes, I told you, he doesn’t want the company to go down in flames.”

	She kept walking until she reached the windows. Placing a hand on the pane, she stared out of it.

	“You remember the day we met?”

	“I can’t forget it.”

	The vivid memory seared into my retinas for life. I could never forget the way she looked at me nor how my heart raced in her presence.

	“There’s so many things I remember about the two of us. The way you always used to try get me to talk to you. Even when I told you to fuck off, it didn’t stop you trying. You never stopped and I always wondered why. I’d ask myself what the hell you wanted with me when I made it clear I wasn’t interested in anything you had to offer me.”

	She drummed her fingers against the window pane, reminding me of the way her father had drummed his fingers on the table of the visitation room earlier. The only thing Zach and Jen had in common were their looks and perhaps on occasion, certain gestures.

	“It’s funny how all those memories become so much clearer now I understand what was behind your need to know me.”

	“What do you mean?”

	She turned around and stared at me, her blue eyes void of emotion.

	“It makes sense now. All of it. Every moment we spent fighting something that would ultimately consume us both. That’s why we’re here now. Everyone around us already knew what we couldn’t see.” She shook her head and looked down at her feet. “Funny how you can’t fight something which is meant to be.”

	I wasn’t sure I caught her meaning.

	“What are you saying?”

	“I’m saying I know, Brent. I know everything.”

	 

	
Chapter Nineteen

	Jennifer

	I should be pissed off. So fucking pissed off he’d gone to see my father and told him about Max and Logan. He should never have gone. Dad was manipulative and could twist anyone around to his thinking. I wasn’t sure I could believe that Dad would actually help us out with the situation with Max. Then again, the one thing Dad loved as much as himself was Bensons. I couldn’t find it in me to be angry with Brent for going though. Not when I finally understood what he’d been trying to tell me all this time. I thought he’d just been scared of Dante finding out we were together, but it was more than that. So much more.

	***

	I wished he’d leave me alone. It made my determination to hate him that much harder. Why did he have to be so damn attractive? And nice. I didn’t want nice. I wanted to hate him in peace. Nothing I did made him back down. It was like he was determined to get to know me and I just resisted that pull between us. Resisted the attraction I felt for him. The attraction I kept denying was there.

	“D was telling me you two are quite partial to ice cream. What do you say I take you to that gelato place they’ve just opened nearby? You and Fi can get whatever you want.”

	I looked up at him. His stupid handsome face so eager to help me. I didn’t want his help even if Fi kept telling me he wasn’t so bad. If I accepted his help then I’d be giving in and I could never give in. It wouldn’t do me any good. I’d never have him in that way. In the way I wanted deep down. Not when he was twenty one and I’d just turned sixteen not too long ago. Dante had taken us all out to celebrate mine and Fi’s birthday at some fancy pants restaurant as a way for us all to get to know each other. He wanted us to treat Brent like one of the family. I don’t know why. He’d only been with us for a couple of months now, but already Dante, Fi and James had taken a shine to him. Me, on the other hand, I was reluctant to have anything to do with him because these feelings inside me wouldn’t go away. They wouldn’t die and it drove me insane.

	“Go away, Brent,” I hissed.

	“Come on, Jen, you need to get out of the house. You can’t stay locked up in here all day. Let me take you and Fi out, hmm?”

	So what if I didn’t want to leave the house? I hated people. People sucked. None of them understood what I’d been through. Fi and I hadn’t been out much since it happened. How could I when the memories threatened to consume me?

	“You’re not allowed to call me Jen.”

	He smiled at me, which only made my hands ball into fists at my sides.

	“Just come and get gelato. You don’t have to talk to me.”

	I wanted gelato, but I didn’t want to go with him.

	“Fi’s already agreed.”

	Trust Fi to agree. She liked Brent, but me? I hated him. He made me feel things I shouldn’t. I couldn’t imagine a man touching me after what Dad did to me, but my body reacted to Brent’s presence in ways I hated.

	“I don’t want to go.”

	“I don’t believe you.”

	Why’d he have to be so damn persistent? I didn’t understand it. And why on earth was he reaching out to me now? When his fingers brushed over my arm, I felt like my skin was on fire and the way his hazel eyes seared into mine had me scrambling for words.

	“You like to keep all those walls up, Jen, but I can see you’re hurting,” he told me, his voice so soft. “Let me help you.”

	I hated the way he said my name. Hated that it made my heart thump in my chest. God I hated him so much. So why did his touch affect me? I never wanted him to stop. I craved his touch.

	His fingers continued to trail over my arm and it was like his eyes were trying to tell me something, but I couldn’t work out what.

	“I don’t want your help.”

	“You do, you just don’t want to admit it.”

	My breath caught in my throat as his hand closed over my forearm. The warmth of him seared into me.

	“It’s just gelato.”

	It wasn’t just gelato. Nothing with him was that simple. What the hell would it take to make him go away?

	“Stop touching me,” I whispered, almost unable to get the words out.

	He didn’t let go, rather just stared at me and it made my heart go crazy. What would it be like to have him touch me in other places? Would he make this better? Would he make my pain go away? The agony of what my father did to me never went away. It was this dull ache in my chest, tearing me to shreds.

	“Jen…”

	“Stop it.”

	“Talk to me. What’s going on in that head of yours?”

	I swear he was leaning closer to me. It was too much. All of it. I couldn’t deal with the emotions and feelings coursing through my body like wildfire. So I did something I’d come to regret my entire life even if I buried what happened this day deep down inside me and kept it from resurfacing for so long.

	I ripped my arm away from him and backed away.

	“Don’t touch me.”

	He straightened and his face became stricken.

	“I’m sorry, I—”

	“Don’t,” I shouted at him. “Don’t ever come near me again. I hate you. I hate you so fucking much.”

	I’d never said that to him before. Never. The thing is, I didn’t really hate him. I told myself that so I’d forget how much I wanted him. How much I craved Brent’s presence and his touch like I’d never craved anything else before. I didn’t want to feel that way about him. Didn’t want to want him at all.

	He flinched. I could see the hurt in his eyes and the regret. He knew he’d pushed me and I’d reacted in the only way I knew how.

	“I’m sorry, please don’t say that. You don’t mean it.”

	“Yes, yes, I fucking well do. I hate you, Brent. I hate the day you came into my fucking life.”

	Then I turned away and ran. I ran to my bedroom I shared with Fi, shut the door and flung myself into bed, burrowing myself under the covers as tears ran down my cheeks. My chest ached and my heart felt like it was in a vice.

	I’d lied to Brent.

	I didn’t hate him at all.

	I just hated myself for wanting him so much when he was completely out of bounds.

	***

	I almost choked as the memory threatened to rip me to shreds. I’d fucked everything up that day. Too scared to tell him the truth. To admit I wanted his help. To confess I just plain wanted him. And now, twelve years later, I regretted it more than ever. If I’d just allowed myself to feel those things then maybe we wouldn’t be in this situation. Maybe we could’ve been happy all this time.

	“Everything?” he asked, his expression confused.

	“You felt it, didn’t you? The first time. Like someone punching through your chest and squeezing your heart until you felt like it wouldn’t beat any longer.”

	His eyes widened and I knew it was true. He’d felt it. He’d known. And he’d tried to deny how he felt.

	“That’s why you told me no. Why you refused to entertain anything between us because all this time, you’ve felt something for me and you feel guilty because I was fifteen when we met.”

	He didn’t have to respond to me because it was written all over his face. I took a step towards him.

	“I never hated you. I hated myself for the way I felt. It was so confusing. I didn’t understand why being near you made my heart hammer in my chest. Why I craved your presence. I didn’t want to feel that way. I couldn’t imagine wanting a man when my father had raped me and made me hate myself so much. But the thing is… I wanted you like I’ve never wanted anyone in my life.”

	Saying those words out loud to him made my heart fracture in my chest. I’d made myself miserable by denying what was between us. It’d been so long, I’d almost forgotten those first few months he was here. The way I’d closed myself off from the world further because of my feelings for someone I couldn’t have. I’d buried those all so deep so they’d never resurface and haunt me. But here they were, taunting me with their vivid colours and forcing me to confront the truth.

	“What are you saying?” he almost whispered.

	“I’m saying since the day we met I’ve had feelings for you and I tried to deny their existence. I pushed you away because I didn’t want to feel those things. And it only made it worse.”

	I took another step, desperately wanting to be closer. Desperately needing him. Now I’d opened the flood gates, everything was spilling out. All my secrets. All my long hidden truths.

	“I’m saying I love you, Brent, and I think I always have.”

	He let out a slight choking sound, like he couldn’t quite believe the words coming out of my mouth. I’d laid myself bare and I hoped it paid off. Hoped he didn’t run now I’d shared the thing I’d never told anyone. Not even Fi.

	I had no idea how many minutes passed as we continued to stare at each other. Brent stood up, his face flooding with determination. He strode towards me and I was utterly powerless under his snare. His hands tangled in my hair, dragging me closer before he kissed me as if he was drowning and I was the only thing keeping him afloat. He consumed me. Devouring every part of me with his lips and tongue. I clutched his arms, barely able to hold myself up under the onslaught of his mouth. He ripped me apart only to put me back together again with each passing moment.

	When he pulled away slightly, we were both panting, deprived of oxygen after our earth shattering and soul destroying kiss.

	“Say it again,” he practically growled at me.

	“I love you.”

	Next thing I knew, he’d dipped and picked me up, forcing me to wrap my legs around his waist and my arms around his neck. I felt so small in his arms. He surrounded me with his masculine scent. His mouth was on mine again, taking and taking until I could hardly breathe and my pulse raced out of control.

	“You’re mine,” he growled against my lips as he carried me from the room.

	He’d never been so intense before. Like my words had dragged out some kind of beast inside him and brought it to the forefront. Possession laced his tone. He held me as if he owned me and I guess in many ways he did. He always had.

	As we left the room, I noticed Liora coming down the stairs and I tried to pull away but Brent held fast. I watched her eyes go wide and her mouth go slack as he carried me away along the hall to my bedroom. Well, the cat was out of the bag there. No denying it now. She’d seen us.

	He only let my mouth go so I could open the door. I turned my head, finding my sister in law standing at the bottom of the stairs, her hand on the bannister and a confused, but pleased expression on her face.

	“Brent,” I whispered, turning back to him as I pushed the door open. “Liora’s seen us.”

	He glanced back before taking me into the room and shutting the door behind us. I found myself pressed down on my bed with him towering over me within moments. His fingers were tugging up my t-shirt and practically ripping my clothes from my body.

	“What about Liora?”

	“Do I look like I give a shit about Liora knowing?” I shook my head. “Then be quiet and let me make love to you.”

	I let out a squeak of surprise.

	“W…What? Make love?”

	I’d never had anyone call sex with me ‘making love’ before.

	“Yes, make love… I love you, Jen, and I want inside you right now.”

	Rendered speechless, I couldn’t do anything but watch him tear off his own clothes. The way his muscular body flexed with the movement made my mouth water. Brent was the epitome of everything I dared desire in a man. And he just happened to be mine.

	He pressed my legs open and settled between them, running the length of his cock along my soaking pussy. How could I not find this hot as hell? The way he’d kissed me, picked me up and staked his claim on me, not caring my sister in law, his best friend’s wife now knew about us.

	He loves me. He loves me. I can’t believe he loves me.

	The words hammered inside my head over and over.

	“How long?”

	He cocked his head to the side.

	“How long what?”

	“How long have you loved me?”

	A sly smile appeared on his face before he gripped my hip and thrust inside me, causing a groan to spill out of my mouth. Fuck he felt so good.

	“You stole my heart the moment you looked at me. I’ve waited a long time to tell you how much I love you. You’ve never stopped infuriating me and driving me crazy, but none of that matters because I’m totally and irrevocably in love with you and I have been for the past twelve years. It’s always been you. It will always be you.”

	My mouth opened and closed. I had no idea what to say to that. I mean I’d suspected he’d had feelings for me this whole time, but love? Love didn’t really enter the equation.

	His hands came up and entwined with mine, pinning them to the bed as he thrust deeper inside me. Each flex of his hips made the flames burn hotter. Need pooled in my stomach. All I wanted was this man who’d turned my life upside down to drown me.

	“I love you so much, Jennifer Cassiopeia Benson,” he whispered against my lips when he lowered his to mine. “I want everything with you. I want us to fight, fuck and feel. I want to make you my wife and the mother of my children. I don’t give a shit what anyone else says, thinks or does. You’re mine and I’m yours.”

	My heart slammed so hard against my ribcage, I almost thought it would burst out.

	“You want to marry me?” I whispered.

	“Yes… You can be Mrs Coleman or Mrs Benson or whatever convoluted name you fucking wish. I don’t give a shit as long as you’re mine.”

	Well shit.

	“This isn’t a proposal, is it?”

	He laughed, pulling away slightly to stare down at me.

	“No, Jen. You’ll know it when I do ask you and make no fucking mistake, it will be happening.”

	I had nothing to say to that. Brent wanted to marry me. I couldn’t even begin to comprehend it. It didn’t feel too rushed or scary. It just felt right. We’d known each other twelve years. I didn’t need or want to wait another twelve.

	“I love you,” I whispered.

	“I love you too, firestorm.”

	He kissed me then. Claiming my mouth like it belonged to him. And well, quite frankly, it did. Every part of me did. It should terrify me, but somehow, I no longer had the wherewithal to be freaked out.

	His thrusts became harder and more erratic, sending me spiralling upwards until the earth below me felt like it had shattered into a million tiny pieces.

	“Brent, oh god, Brent,” I moaned against his mouth, unable to help the sounds spilling from my lips.

	My body trembled and shook with the intensity of my climax. Waves of bliss crashed into me. I fell into the abyss of pleasure and I never wanted to come up for air. I heard him groaning above me, but I was too far gone to really register him coming apart too.

	The sweaty, panting mess we were both left in had us laying there for at least five minutes, unable to say a word. When he rolled off me, he propped himself up on his elbow and ran his fingers along my stomach.

	“Beautiful,” he whispered. “Perfect. Stunning. Sexy.”

	“Are you listing my attributes?” I grumbled.

	“Maybe.”

	“Flattery will get you nowhere with me.”

	He grinned and leant down, kissing my cheek.

	“Oh, I know that all too well.”

	I giggled, which should come as a surprise to everyone since I never giggled in my fucking life. What the hell had happened to me? Brent was changing me in ways I didn’t understand but really, I didn’t care. He made me happy and I hadn’t been happy in a very long time.

	I sat up and grabbed a box of tissues off my bedside table so I could clean myself up a little, although quite honestly, we both needed a shower after that. My skin was sticky.

	“Ugh, I feel gross.”

	He raised an eyebrow.

	“What?”

	“I’m all sweaty and so are you.” I grinned. “How about a repeat of that in the shower?”

	He stared at me for a long moment. My smile fell.

	“What?”

	“Liora knows.”

	I frowned.

	“You didn’t seem to care much about that when you were carrying me into my bedroom.”

	“She might tell D.”

	I reached over and stroked his cheek, needing to reassure him things would be okay.

	“Dante isn’t going to hurt you or kick you out or any of those other things you’re imagining and you know why?”

	His hazel eyes clouded over.

	“Why?”

	He needed to understand something very important about me. I protected those I cared about and loved with my life. And he came top of the list now. Fi would always be my soulmate, but Brent? He was my everything.

	“Because I won’t fucking let him, that’s why. You and I are together and that’s tough fucking shit for him. So come get in the shower with me and then we’re going to have a very frank conversation with Dante and Liora over dinner.”

	 

	
Chapter Twenty

	Brent

	Jen seemed so confident about Dante’s reaction, but I wasn’t so sure. She stared at me with unnerving intensity so I knew she wouldn’t back down on this. Not with me and not with Dante.

	“I love that you’re so determined, but you don’t know your brother like I do.”

	“He doesn’t get to pull any of his protective brother shit nor does he get to tell you that loving me is wrong. I was days away from being sixteen, Brent. It doesn’t fucking matter. So what if you’re five and a half years older than me? We’re both consenting adults and we’ve danced around this thing long enough. I’m not wasting any more time on bullshit excuses and regrets.”

	She crawled over me and cupped my face with both her hands.

	“I love you. An emotion I never thought I’d be capable of after what Dad did to me. I never looked inside my heart, too scared to see what might be there. I knew, deep down, I knew I’d find you there. It terrified me. All of it.” Tears welled in her eyes. “I’m so sorry. I put us through so much pain all because I was afraid to face the truth. Don’t you see? If we let fear dictate our actions, we’ll only be hurting ourselves more.”

	She leant closer, her nose brushing against mine.

	“We’re stronger together. I’ll be right by your side no matter what he says. I’m never leaving you. I won’t throw this away. You’re the only person in this world to see me and love every part of me without conditions. I’m brave enough to admit I’ve made so many mistakes when it comes to us but telling Dante will never be one of those. We have to do this. Be brave with me.”

	Jen had nothing to be sorry for. We were both to blame for not admitting our feelings sooner. I reached up and tangled my hands in her hair, dragging her lips to mine and kissing her for all I was worth.

	“I love you, Jen,” I whispered against her lips. “I don’t want to hide anymore.”

	I could feel her smiling before she deepened the kiss. Whilst telling Dante gave me a shit ton of anxiety, I knew Jen was right. We couldn’t keep hiding. It would be better if we got it out in the open. No sneaking around. No pretending nothing was going on. We could be free after all these years of denying the very existence of us.

	She rubbed herself against me, making me groan as my hands trailed down her back and I cupped her behind. I’d never get enough of her.

	“Jen, fuck, I want you so much.”

	She pulled away, a wide grin plastered on her face. Then she hopped off me and snagged her robe.

	“Come get wet and soapy with me then.”

	Her robe was wrapped around her shoulders and belt secured within moments. She put her hand out to me. I’d be an idiot to say no to that. The next half an hour was spent with her pinned against the shower wall, crying out my name in ecstasy whilst I fucked her tight little pussy raw. When we were dried and dressed, I ordered pizza in and Jen went to find Liora and Dante.

	Liora watched us carefully throughout dinner which we had in the living room with the TV on. Logan was in his bassinet, still fast asleep despite all the noise from the TV. I think she was wondering whether either of us would acknowledge what she saw earlier. I happened to be waiting for Jen to broach the subject. So yes, I was still shit scared of telling Dante. Having Jen next to me calmed my nerves a little.

	Jen grabbed the remote and turned the sound down on the TV, causing both Dante and Liora to look at her.

	“We need to talk about something,” she said, glancing at me.

	“That sounds ominous,” Dante said with a raised eyebrow.

	“It’s not. I’m just going to come out and say it because I see no point in wasting time.”

	She reached out and snagged my hand, a gesture which did not go unnoticed. Dante’s brow furrowed and Liora smiled.

	“Brent and I are together.”

	The only sound in the room for a long time was the low level noise of the TV. Dante’s eyes were still fixed on our entwined hands. Liora put a hand on his arm, giving it a squeeze. He turned to her.

	“Okay?” she all but whispered.

	I don’t know what passed between them after that because I couldn’t see his expression. He turned back to us, his lip twitching.

	“It’s about time.”

	I don’t know what I was expecting, but it wasn’t that. Shouting, raging, telling me he never wanted to see me again? Yes, I expected those things. This? Not really.

	“You’re not mad?” I asked, unable to help myself.

	“No… You think I didn’t know you liked her? I’m not blind although I have questioned your sanity on more than one occasion given how much trouble Jen is.”

	“Hey!” she butted in. “That’s unfair.”

	He grinned at her.

	“No, it’s really not. You gave him hell for no reason and yet puppy dog eyes over here…” He waved a hand at me. “…seemed continue to worship the ground you walked on regardless.”

	Puppy dog eyes? For fuck’s sake.

	“I do not have puppy dog eyes for Jen.”

	“Yeah, you kind of do,” Liora said, her green eyes sparkling with amusement.

	Jen looked over at me, a smile playing on her lips.

	“I’ve noticed that too.”

	I wanted everyone to just shut up. Why had I thought I’d been successful in hiding it? Fuck. Of course, he was going to know. Dante probably knew me the best out of anyone.

	“We’re getting off topic here,” I said, scowling. “You’re really not mad?”

	“No,” Dante replied, shrugging as he sat back. “It was obvious from day one.”

	I froze. He didn’t sound angry. He looked at me without any judgement or reservations.

	“But… she wasn’t exactly of legal age then.”

	He rolled his eyes.

	“What? Two days off being sixteen? Give me some credit, Brent. I didn’t think you’d take advantage of my sister when you knew she’d been assaulted the week before. I’m hardly fucking innocent man of the year myself. Do I judge you for that? No. Christ, you’re my best friend and I trust you to take care of this little madam over here.” He waved a hand at Jen. “If anyone can handle Jen, it’s you.”

	“Can we stop talking about me like I’m not here?” Jen interjected.

	I let go of her hand and wrapped an arm around her.

	“We know you’re here and I don’t think you’re a handful at all unlike misery guts over there.”

	She smiled at me and my heart stopped. Did she have any idea how beautiful she was when she smiled like that? As if it was a unique smile she only gave to me. One which said I love you always.

	“Don’t you mean brooding and grumpy?”

	“Well, he’s that too.”

	Glancing at Dante, I found him scowling with Liora rubbing his arm, a wide smile on her face.

	“You can be a little brooding,” she told him which only made him scowl at her instead.

	My phone started ringing. I dug it out my pocket, checking the display. Sighing, I answered it.

	“Hello?”

	The only thing I could hear was sobbing. Uncontrollable sobbing.

	“Cam? Why are you crying? What’s happened?”

	I felt Jen shift next to me and found her eyes on me when I looked at her, an expression of concern on her face.

	“Brent,” my sister wailed. “He took them. He took my daughters.”

	A cold chill ran up my spine.

	“What? Who did?”

	“Sid and his brother. They… they forced their way in and took them. They were screaming and crying, but he didn’t care. My daughters, Brent! My daughters are gone.”

	I jumped up. I was going to kill Sid. He didn’t heed my warnings and he was going to fucking regret the day he decided to mess with my family.

	“Listen to me very carefully, Cam. You’re going to phone the police when I hang up, do you understand? I’ll be there as soon as I can. I don’t care if you don’t trust them, you need to report him. He can’t be allowed to get away with this.”

	She sniffled down the phone a few times.

	“Okay,” she sobbed. “Okay. You promise you’ll be here?”

	“I promise. I’ll leave straight away. We’ll get them back.” If it was the last fucking thing I did. “Promise me you’ll phone them.”

	“I promise.”

	“I’ll see you soon, okay?”

	“Okay. Thank you, Brent.”

	I think that might have been one of the only times Cam had ever thanked me in her life.

	“Phone the police, Cam.”

	I hung up and stuffed my phone in my pocket. Jen was up and by my side, putting a hand on my arm.

	“What happened?”

	“Sid took the girls,” I told her as I started towards the door. I had to get to my sister’s. I had to help her.

	Jen tugged on my arm, pulling me to a halt. Why the fuck was she stopping me?

	“Where are you going?”

	“To Cam’s.”

	“Then I’m coming with you.”

	I wouldn’t stop her. Hell, I fucking needed Jen there with me.

	“Okay.”

	I tried to start towards the door again, but she stopped me.

	“Brent, slow down. Look at me.”

	I shuddered, feeling tension coiling inside me. Cam needed me. Her daughters needed me. I looked at Jen, her blue eyes searing into mine. She reached up and cupped my face, her expression so soft and loving. It made my heart fracture.

	“You can’t go rushing off like this, okay? I know Cam needs you, but we need to make sure we have enough stuff to be there for as long as it takes to find them.”

	My shoulders drooped. She was right. I needed to be with my family for as long as it took to resolve this.

	“They’re my nieces,” I choked out.

	“I know. Shh, it’s okay, come here.”

	She pulled me to her and hugged me tight. Her warmth settled into me. She radiated with understanding and comfort.

	“It’s going to be okay,” she whispered, rubbing my back. “I’m right here with you. I promise.”

	Then she let me go, kissing my cheek and giving my arms a squeeze.

	“Come on, go pack your things and we can go after that.”

	I nodded. Jen waved to Dante and Liora who were both staring with wide eyes as if they couldn’t quite believe what they’d seen. She dragged me from the room and pushed me towards the stairs. I went down to my flat on automatic before throwing a week’s worth of clothes into a bag. What the fuck would I do without Jen? I’d have just run off and not thought about anything other than getting Cam’s kids back.

	I walked back upstairs to the house. She was waiting for me in the hallway with her coat and shoes on, the car keys dangling from her black manicured nails. I took them and we left the house, setting off within minutes. She kept touching me the entire way there, as if reassuring me she wasn’t going anywhere. I needed those simple gestures to keep me sane.

	“Do you think she called the police?”

	“She better have. He came in the fucking house and just took them, I think that warrants police involvement.”

	“I know, but you said Cam doesn’t trust the police.”

	I sighed. That was true. This matter overrode that distrust. He couldn’t barge into her house and take his daughters against their will. Sid had only been granted supervised visitation rights. The drug addicted fucker didn’t even deserve that, but it’s not like I had any control over what the courts did.

	When we finally pulled up outside Cam’s house, there were already two police cars sitting outside. I breathed a slight sigh of relief as I got out with Jen. She took my hand as we walked up to the front door and rang the bell. Dad answered the door. He had Kayden resting on his shoulder, fast asleep.

	“Oh good, you’re here, son.”

	Dad didn’t usually answer the door so I knew this was serious. Jen and I walked in when he stepped back.

	“Cam’s in the living room with the police.”

	“And the boys?” I asked.

	“Billy and Kyle are upstairs.”

	I was a little surprised Billy was actually home. He always seemed to be out these days, but I suppose his sisters had just been taken.

	Jen stepped forward.

	“Should I take him for you, Mr Coleman?”

	Dad handed a sleeping Kayden to her without any fuss. He was only a year and a half old. She placed him carefully on her shoulder and rubbed his back. Thankfully, he didn’t stir.

	“Thanks love. The poor little mite is exhausted. His mum’s been crying for hours. You’ll go in and see her, won’t you, son? She needs you.”

	I nodded and patted his shoulder. Dad might not have been the best father, but he cared about us in his own way. And he did love his grandchildren to pieces.

	Jen and I went into the living room, finding Cam with a couple of officers. When she saw me, she practically dashed across the room and flung herself on me. She sobbed on my chest, making almost intelligible noises. The two officers stared at me.

	“Hello, sorry, I’m Cam’s brother,” I said as a wrapped my arms around her.

	“PC Travers and PC Brown. You’re aware your sister’s daughters have been taken by her ex-partner, Mr Coleman?” the older one with dark eyes said.

	“Yes, she called me first. I got here as soon as I could.”

	He nodded.

	“I assure you we’re doing all we can to find them. I understand her ex-partner only has supervised visitor access to his daughters. Can you think of any reason why he’d want to take them?”

	I rubbed Cam’s back as she continued to cry on my chest, wracking sobs echoing around the room.

	“Shh, Cammy, it’s okay, I’m here,” I whispered to her before raising my voice to speak to the officer. “He came around a few weeks back saying he wanted to take them because he didn’t think Cam was looking after them properly. She does her best for her kids, but it’s not easy with six of them. I help as much as I can. I think he has a grudge against Cam and me because she has full custody and he only has supervised visitation rights. Who knows what’s going through his mind. He’s a heroin addict.”

	The other officer noted down what I’d said in her notebook.

	“Yes, your sister said as much.”

	They asked me more questions and I tried to answer as best I could with Cam still crying all over me. When they’d finished up and said they needed to speak to their colleagues, I led Cam over to the sofa and sat down with her. She clung to me like leech.

	“You’re okay, Cammy, they’re going to find the girls. You’ll get them back,” I murmured to her.

	Looking up, I found Jen with Kayden still sleeping on her shoulder standing by the door. Her eyes were soft and so full of understanding. I mouthed ‘thank you’ to her. She gave me a sad smile and a nod. Dad came in and patted her shoulder before taking his usual seat on his armchair.

	Cam looked up from my chest before her eyes followed mine and found Jen with her son. She stiffened and let out a small disapproving noise.

	“What is she doing here?”

	No matter how upset my sister was, I would not let her attack Jen.

	“Don’t start. I need her here.”

	“You need her here? What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

	She looked up at me, her dull eyes full of confusion.

	“It means you’re going to have to get used to her being around.”

	“I thought you said you were just friends.”

	Jen and I had never been friends. We’d always been something more. I stroked Cam’s hair back from her face.

	“I love her,” I told my sister, my voice low. “And I’m going to make her my wife one day. So please, try be nice for me.”

	Cam was quiet for a long moment before she sighed.

	“You mean that?”

	“Yes, she’s the world to me.”

	She nodded slowly and looked down at her lap.

	“Okay. If you’re that serious.”

	I smiled and ruffled her hair. It would take time for Cam to accept Jen, I knew that but my sister knew me well enough to know when I’d made my mind up about something, it wouldn’t easily change.

	“Are you going to be okay? It’s getting late and Jen and I need to go check into a hotel. We’re going to stay until the girls are found.”

	She nodded slowly.

	“Yeah,” she whispered. “I have Dad, I’ll be okay.”

	Jen came forward and handed Kayden to his mum. Cam gave her a grateful half smile before she stroked her son’s hair back from his face.

	“Where’s Manny?”

	“He’s working the nightshift. He’ll come straight here when he’s finished.”

	I patted her arm and stood up.

	“Good.”

	As irritating as Manny happened to be, he was actually good to my sister. He had a steady job and wanted to provide for his son. Cam needed someone like Manny in her life. He hadn’t run away at the first signs of trouble and he respected Cam’s other kids. I had to admire him for that.

	We said our goodbyes to my sister and my dad. I spoke to the police again before I left. Sid wasn’t at his flat, but they were working on finding out where he’d gone with the girls. If he was with his brother, they could’ve gone anywhere. I hoped they’d get hold of him soon.

	I took Jen to the same hotel we’d been at before and paid for two nights. Who knew how long this would take. I was exhausted by the time we got into bed. I buried my face in Jen’s chest, holding her close as she stroked my bare back.

	“Are you okay?” she whispered.

	“No.”

	“The police will find him and bring the girls back.”

	“They must be so scared.”

	She clutched me tighter as my voice broke on the words. My poor nieces. They didn’t even like spending time with their father. Crystal, the oldest, had told me as much. I couldn’t imagine what must be going through their heads right now.

	“Shh, it’s okay,” she murmured. “Whatever you’re feeling right now, just let it out. I’m right here.”

	So I did. Jen continued to hold me whilst I let out choked sounds of pain. My fists balled in her t-shirt as anger and rage coursed through me. Sid was fucking lucky the police were involved because if it was me, I’d kill the son of a bitch.

	“I’ve got you. I’m here. I love you so much.” She kissed the top of my head. “It’s you and me, okay? You and me. They’re going to be okay, you’ll see. Everything’s going to be okay.”

	Her words soothed me. She kept talking to me until my fists uncurled and I wrapped my arm around her. I kept my face pressed against her chest.

	“I love you,” she whispered one last time, leaning her cheek on top of my head.

	The sound of her breathing and the soothing noise of her heart beating in her chest lulled me to sleep. My strong, beautiful and incredible firestorm was the only person in this world to complete me. And I was so fucking grateful she was here.

	 

	
Chapter Twenty One

	Jennifer

	I lay awake with Brent sleeping against my chest. My fingers were tangled in his hair, keeping him pressed against me. His worry and concern for his nieces had my heart breaking for him. I couldn’t sleep, however, needing to watch over him in case he woke up again. In case he needed me. I’d never been much of a selfless person, but for him, I’d do just about anything.

	I’d dropped a text to Dante before we got into bed to let him know we were staying. I’d also sent one to Fi to let her know I wouldn’t be in work tomorrow. Leaving Brent here alone to deal with his family? Not an option for me. I couldn’t think of anywhere I’d rather be than right here with him.

	I wondered if the police would find the girls soon. His sister had been a complete mess. I completely understood what Brent had meant when he said Cam was dependent on him. The way she’d clutched him and her wracking sobs had echoed around my skull. Reminding me of the way I’d felt the day we discovered our mother was dead. The sadness which encompassed us for months afterwards. How Dante had cared for us the only way he knew how. And the devastation I felt when he revealed it had been Dad who stole her away.

	Whilst I didn’t have kids of my own, I could only imagine how awful Cam felt knowing the father of her children had taken them.

	Something significant struck me then. I wracked my brain for when I last remembered having my period and realised it hadn’t come when I was taking my dummy pills. That was two weeks ago. I choked out a breath. Had I been so wrapped up in everything between Brent and me that I’d not noticed?

	That can’t be right. It can’t.

	I’d never missed a period. Even when I’d gone on the pill, they’d been like clockwork.

	Crap. Fuck. Shit. No. I can’t be. I just can’t be.

	I mean if I was pregnant it could only be Brent’s and whilst he’d told me he wanted marriage and babies with me, this was too fucking soon. We’d only just decided to be together.

	Carefully, I extracted myself from Brent and made sure he was still sleeping before grabbing my phone and checking if there were any twenty four hour shops open nearby. I got dressed as quietly as I could before I slipped out of the room, taking the key card with me. Brent would be fucking mad if he knew I’d left the room, but it couldn’t be helped.

	I had to know.

	And I had to know right now.

	No one could ever say they knew me to be a patient person.

	As I walked the shop, huddled in my coat because it was cold, I racked my brain for how this could’ve happened. I was meticulous about taking it. So fucking meticulous. Then it struck me all at once. I put a hand to my mouth, feeling nausea drive through me.

	The anniversary of my mother’s death. I remembered that day vividly because of what happened between Brent and me. The argument and the epic sex in his bed. But the other thing which happened that day? I’d been violently sick half an hour after I’d had breakfast. And what did I always have with breakfast? My fucking pill.

	I’m such a fucking idiot.

	Why had I not thought about how that could be a possibility? It’d never happened before, that’s why. I’d never had sex on the anniversary of my mother’s death for obvious reasons. I’d remembered my dad’s face and the way he’d never shown any remorse for the things he’d done. The thought of it made me sick.

	When I reached the shop, I browsed through the aisles until I found the pregnancy tests. It felt so weird picking one up off the shelf, but thankfully there were self-checkouts so I didn’t have to look anyone in the eye as I paid for it.

	It’d taken me twenty minutes to walk here. I really hoped Brent would still be asleep when I got back. He’d have called me and demanded to know where I was if he had woken up. The whole walk back, nerves coiled inside me and by the time I got back in the room, I was shaking like a leaf. I checked on Brent, finding him still fast asleep.

	Quietly, I took off my coat and shoes and crept into the bathroom. The wait was agonising. I kept looking at the timer on my phone, wishing the seconds to go by faster. I’d bought the brand where it would come up on the little screen to say pregnant or not pregnant. I stared at the little stick sitting on the sink counter, willing it to change. Willing it to tell me I wasn’t pregnant.

	When the timer went off, I silenced it immediately to make sure I didn’t wake Brent up. Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath.

	I could do this.

	I could face reality.

	I opened my eyes and picked up the stick. It slipped from my hand the moment I read the screen, landing with a clink on the floor. I sunk down onto my knees and put a hand to my mouth. Tears pricked at my eyes and I allowed them to fall.

	How the fuck had this happened?

	How the fuck had my life become such a fucking mess?

	Not only was I still being blackmailed, my dad was involved in helping us find out how it’d happened, Brent’s nieces were missing, I’d just become an aunt and now… now I was fucking well pregnant with Brent’s baby.

	Could things get any more fucked up?

	I certainly damn well hoped not.

	I couldn’t do this alone. It was too fucking much. No matter how much my boyfriend was suffering with his own shit, this wasn’t something I could cope with. I needed him.

	I picked up the offending stick which had told me something I really didn’t want to know and pulled myself back up to my feet. Trudging out into the bedroom, I stood by the bed and turned one of the lamps on.

	“Brent, wake up.”

	He didn’t stir.

	“Please, I need you to wake up.”

	I leant over and shook him. My other hand held the stick of fucking doom in it. He grunted but didn’t move. Straightening, I started to feel panic setting in. I needed him right now. Right fucking now.

	“Brent, for fuck’s sake, wake up!”

	He groaned again, opening his eyes and blinking rapidly. Then he sat bolt upright and took in my appearance.

	“What’s wrong? Wait, why are you dressed?” His eyes searched mine, widening. “Jen, why are you crying?”

	With a shaky hand, I held out the stick to him. His eyes fell on it and the blood drained from his face. He gently took it from me and peered down at the little screen. There was silence for a long minute. He discarded the stick on the bedside table before looking up at me and putting his hand out.

	“Come here.”

	I crawled on the bed. He tugged me closer and began to take my clothes off me until I was kneeling next to him in my knickers. Then he laid a hand across my stomach and stroked it whilst he stared into my eyes.

	“Did you go out and get that?”

	“Yes. I realised I’d missed my period during the week I was taking my dummy pills. I had to know. I had to be sure.”

	“You should’ve woken me up. I would’ve taken you.”

	More tears slipped down my cheeks at the love and adoration in his eyes. Was he okay with this? How could he be okay with this?

	“I can’t do this. It’s too soon. I can’t. This wasn’t supposed to happen.”

	He pulled me towards him and wrapped me up in his arms. I sobbed on his bare shoulder, feeling the weight of everything crashing down on me.

	“Shh, it’s okay.”

	It wasn’t. Nothing was. I felt broken, lost and so damn alone.

	“I can’t,” I sobbed. “I can’t.”

	“You can and you will. I love you. I love you so much. Please don’t cry. It’s going to be okay. I’m right here. We’ll do this together. You have me. Always. I promise it’ll be okay.”

	I clutched him, feeling as though I was drowning and he was the only person in this world who could keep me afloat. His words penetrated my misery. Did he mean it? That he’d be here? He wasn’t mad?

	“Together?”

	“Yes, together. Do you think I’d leave you when you’re pregnant with my baby? Have a little bit more faith in me, Jen. I’m not going anywhere. Fuck, I can’t live without you.”

	I cried harder. The world felt as though it was caving in on me. How could I ever have doubted him? He’d been here all along. Even when I’d been awful to him. God, I regretted the way I’d behaved so much.

	“I love you,” I sobbed into his shoulder.

	“I know.” He stroked my hair. “You don’t have to be afraid. We’re going to get through all of this.”

	He gently pulled me down on the bed and held me against his chest after he’d tugged the covers over us. Leaning over me, he turned out the light and kissed the top of my head.

	“Shh, my love, try to get some sleep. We’ll talk about this in the morning.”

	He hummed along to some stupid song we’d heard on the radio when we’d been driving up here. Somehow the sound of it lulled me to sleep. It was that or emotional exhaustion. Either way, I couldn’t keep my eyes open any longer.

	Brent was here and taking care of me despite his own turmoil.

	I couldn’t ask for any more.

	***

	When I woke up, the bed was empty next to me and I could hear the shower running. As much as I wanted to go jump in with him, I still felt like my world was all kinds of fucked up. And although Brent had said it was okay, it didn’t feel okay at all.

	Grabbing my phone off the bedside table, I dialled my twin because I just bloody well needed her.

	“Hey, everything okay?”

	I hadn’t explained why I wouldn’t be in work today when I’d texted her last night.

	“No… I’m with Brent, we had to go see his sister as her ex has taken her daughters. The police are involved and it’s all kinds of fucked up but that’s not why I’m calling.”

	“Well, I did wonder why my senses have been tingling for days. Is Brent okay? Is his sister?”

	I sighed, rubbing a hand over my face.

	“Not really.” Tears began to well in my eyes. “Fuck… Fi, I don’t know what to do.”

	“What’s wrong?”

	The weight of it made my chest constrict. My hand fell to my stomach as tears ran down my face. A small tiny life was growing in there.

	“I’m pregnant,” I choked out.

	“What? You are? Are you sure?”

	“Well, the test I took in the middle of the night was pretty fucking sure.”

	I felt it too. Felt the truth of it.

	“Well, shit.”

	“Is that Jen?” I heard Jensen say in the background. “What’s she done now?”

	“Can I tell him?” she asked me.

	Didn’t see much point in keeping it from him. I likely needed to talk about it with him since I was scared fucking shitless.

	“Put him on the phone.”

	“She wants to talk to you,” I heard Fi’s muffled voice. “Okay, I’ll put her on speaker.”

	A moment later, a deep voice rumbled down the phone, “You getting into trouble again?”

	I didn’t have it in me to get riled up by his comment.

	“You know how I told you Brent and I decided to make a go of things?”

	When I’d had my session on Wednesday, I’d discussed it with him. He seemed happy for me which could only be a good sign. Although I hadn’t told him about the whole love revelation thing since that had been yesterday. There wasn’t time for it now.

	“Yes.”

	“Well, I’m now also pregnant.”

	Jensen didn’t speak for a long moment.

	“And you’re not happy about it.”

	“I’m fucking terrified more like.”

	“What does Brent think about it? I’m going to assume it’s his and you told him.”

	“I don’t actually know since I broke down and cried on him. He told me it would be fine but it doesn’t feel fine at all.”

	The shower turned off. I didn’t have long until he came out here.

	“I need to go.”

	“Do you want to come talk to me about it?”

	“I guess so, but we aren’t in London.”

	It would be better for me to be able to have a frank conversation about my feelings on the matter.

	“When you get back then.”

	“I don’t know when that will be. Fi can explain why.”

	Brent walked out of the bathroom with just a towel wrapped around his waist. My eyes followed the droplets of water dripping down from his hair onto his chest. They ran down the well-defined muscles of his abs.

	Well, damn. My boyfriend is too hot for words.

	Despite everything going on, I couldn’t help but appreciated the view.

	“Call me when you know, okay? Talk to him, Jen. I know you’re scared but do it for the both of you.”

	I swiped at my eyes when I noticed Brent looking at me with concern etched into his features.

	“I’ll try. Thank you, Jensen.”

	“Anytime.”

	“It’ll be okay, Jen. He cares about you. Text me and let me know what’s happening,” Fi put in.

	“I will.”

	I hung up and dropped the phone on the bed just as Brent sat down next to me. He reached up and wiped away the tears still spilling down my face.

	“You called Jensen?”

	“I called Fi… He was just there.”

	He looked tired but I could hardly blame him since he was stressed about his nieces and then there’d been me waking him up in the middle of the night to inform him of his impending fatherhood.

	Impending fucking doom more like.

	“Why are you crying?”

	“How can I not goddamn cry at a time like this? I can’t believe this is happening. I don’t want to be pregnant with your fucking baby right now.”

	I shoved his hand away from my face. He looked at me with such sadness in his eyes, it almost cleaved my heart in two. Why the hell had I just said that?

	“I know it’s a lot to take in and I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t scared too, but you can’t take it out on me.”

	As much as anger coursed through my veins, there was so much confusion, terror and sorrow there too. Was it too much to ask that he’d just tell me if he wanted this with me?

	I’m such a hypocrite. I just told him I didn’t want his baby which is a blatant fucking lie.

	Instead of throwing more shit in his face, I buried mine in my hands and let out a pitiful sob. Having a baby should fill me with joy. It didn’t. The world was having a joke at my expense. I finally had the one person I’d always needed and now it might well all turn to shit.

	“Shh, come here.”

	He wrapped me up in his arms and stroked my hair as I continued to cry into my hands unable to bear the thought of looking at him.

	“It’s okay, just let it out,” he murmured. “You’re okay.”

	How could I be okay? Nothing about this was remotely okay. My heart ached. I felt so shit since I’d been awful to him and here he was comforting me. What the hell did I do to deserve him?

	“I’m sorry,” I sobbed. “I’m so sorry.”

	“Shh, don’t apologise.”

	“But I am sorry. All these years, I treated you like shit and here I am doing it again. You don’t deserve any of it. You’re so good to me.”

	I felt him pull away before his hands rested on mine. He tugged them down before cupping my chin and forcing my face upwards. His gold flecked hazel eyes spoke volumes.

	“I love you just the way you are. You know that. You can give me as much shit as you like and I’ll still be here. Don’t you get it by now? You’re perfect to me.”

	His words made me cry harder. How could I be perfect to him when I was a hot mess? And there was one question still nagging at me.

	“Do… do you want this baby?”

	He smiled and stroked his thumb across my cheek.

	“I think you need to clean your ears out. I distinctly remember telling you yesterday before everything went to shit, I want you to be the mother of my children.”

	He had said that whilst he was fucking me into oblivion.

	“It’s a yes or no question.”

	He shook his head, still smiling and rolled his eyes.

	“Yes, idiot. I want this baby with you.”

	I didn’t even care about him calling me an idiot. Reaching out, I grabbed his face and pulled him to me, kissing him for all I was worth.

	“Make love to me.”

	“Now?”

	“Right now.”

	He smiled against my lips. Normally I’d have told him to fuck me, but it didn’t seem like the right word. We probably should’ve talked more, but I wanted him close to me.

	He wants our baby.

	My heart swelled and whilst our lives were still a mess, some of the worry slipped away. Brent would take care of me. Of us.

	He pushed me down on the bed and slipped between my legs after practically ripping my knickers off. The wicked smile on his face had me melting and growing wet for him. The way he held me with such tenderness and care as he slid inside me. How he kissed my skin and told me I was beautiful. And the heights he made me soar to only served to make me fall deeper in love with him.

	When we both fell over the edge with each other, the bliss I experienced was unlike anything else. Laying in his arms afterwards, our breathing laboured and our hearts hammering I felt safe and loved. Brent had kept telling me over and over again during the past few weeks he’d protect me. And for the first time, I believed the words he’d said.

	“We’re going to have a baby,” I whispered.

	He stroked a hand across my stomach.

	“Mmmhmm, I hope he or she looks just like his mother.”

	And I hoped our baby looked just like him.

	 

	
Chapter Twenty Two

	Brent

	Was I completely overwhelmed by the past twenty four hours of revelations? Hell to the fucking yes I was. First Jen admitting she loved me as long as I’d loved her, telling Dante, the shit with Sid, Cam and the kids and now? Now my beautiful firestorm was pregnant with my baby. Yes, I wanted a baby with her and I would take care of the both of them, but fuck, Jen was right. It was entirely too soon. She didn’t need me freaking out on her though. She needed me to be the strong one so she could fall apart over it.

	I honestly didn’t blame her for not taking the news well. Seeing that fucking stick and realising what she was trying to tell me last night made me feel sick. Knocking Jen up was not part of the plan. She’d told me when she thought it had happened after I got off the phone to Cam. We’d have to get it confirmed by a doctor when we got back to London.

	I had my phone to my ear now as in light of the insanity happening in our lives, I needed to do something. I’d run Jen a bath so she could relax a little with everything going on.

	“Hey, how’s your sister?” Liora said. She sounded exhausted.

	“Not good. The police haven’t located Sid and the girls yet, but we’re hoping they’ll have more information for us later.”

	“Oh god, Brent, I’m so sorry.”

	Honestly, I was fucking shit scared for my nieces, but there was nothing else I could do other than be there for Cam.

	“They’ll find them. They have to… Listen, that’s not really why I’m calling.”

	“Oh?”

	“I need to speak to D, but he wasn’t answering his phone.”

	“He’s changing Logan. Is there anything I can do?”

	I tried not to grin at the image of Dante at a changing table but failed miserably.

	“You got him doing the heavy lifting?”

	“He has no choice in the matter.”

	I laughed. Liora had certainly taken Dante to task on many occasions and this was no different.

	“As amusing as this is, I actually need him to do something important for me.”

	“And that is? Tell you what, I’ll put you on speaker.”

	I heard shuffling for a moment and a murmur of voices.

	“What do you want, Brent?” came Dante’s voice.

	“Two things really.”

	“And they are…? For fuck’s sake, I can’t get these stupid little snappy buttons to close. Who the hell invented these? They’re the most inconvenient bloody things.”

	“Here, let me,” Liora said and I could’ve sworn she must’ve been rolling her eyes at him.

	“I see you two are taking to parenting so well.”

	“Fuck off, what do you want?” he practically growled into the phone.

	“All right, D, chill out.”

	“Be nice, his nieces are missing,” Liora scolded.

	Next thing I heard was a loud wail and Liora shushing and cooing Logan.

	“Just spit it out already, I haven’t got all day.”

	I rolled my eyes. Dante was in a fucking mood and it probably wasn’t the right time, but I needed him to do this before Jen and I got back to London.

	“I know I technically don’t need this, but I want to ask your permission to ask Jen to be my wife.”

	“Why the fuck do you want my permission? Jen’s going to do whatever she wants regardless of my opinion.”

	“It matters to me.”

	And it did. Not that I even wanted it, but I had Zach’s approval. Dante meant more to me than that and he’d practically raised his siblings. He was more their father figure than Zach ever was. Sure, it was unorthodox to ask your girlfriend’s brother for permission to marry his sister, but I didn’t give a shit.

	“You’re going to ask Jen to marry you?” Liora put in now Logan had quietened down.

	“At some point soon, yes, which leads me onto the other reason I called.”

	“You want me to get the ring sorted for you,” Dante said.

	“Wait, when did you two go look at rings?”

	“When D was choosing yours,” I replied.

	I’d helped him find the right one for Liora even though neither of us were good at that stuff. Honestly, he probably should’ve taken Fi and Jen, but we’d managed. Besides, I’d also found the perfect ring imaginable for Jen. Not that I ever had hope of marrying her back then, but I’d pointed out to Dante if I was to ever ask a girl to marry me, it would be with that one. I think he knew I was talking about Jen when he decided I should buy it. So it’d been sitting in his desk ever since we’d picked up Liora’s ring just waiting for the right time.

	“Fine, I’ll go today. I’m sure Liora can find one of her rings for me so I can ask them to resize it. It’s your funeral if she says no.”

	“She won’t say no.”

	I don’t know why I was so sure about it, but I was. This wasn’t just because she was having my baby. I didn’t want to wait any longer. Jen and I had spent too long apart because we were both too stubborn to admit our feelings to each other for different reasons. To most, this would probably be too soon. Far too soon but fuck it. Jen was the one. She’d always been the one.

	“And you do have my permission, not that you fucking well need it. I welcome you taking her off my hands.”

	My heart felt lighter already knowing he really was okay with all of this. And the fact he hadn’t told me to wait either. Dante knew how determined I got about things so it would probably be useless of him to try dissuading me from asking her.

	“You’re such a nice brother.”

	“Fuck off.”

	“In all seriousness, thank you. It means a lot.”

	“Sappy shit.”

	“Whatever bitch, you’re on nappy duty so who has the better deal here?”

	I heard him let out a huffed breath.

	“No wonder my sister thinks you’re annoying as shit.”

	I laughed, shaking my head. Jen did still think that to this day, but she also loved me so I didn’t really care about her saying it.

	“Speaking of your sister, I need to go turf her out the bath so we can go around to Cam’s.”

	“Are you sure about all of this?”

	I wasn’t going to tell him I’d knocked his sister up quite yet, but I’d never been surer of anything in my life. Jen and I were meant to be and that was fucking that.

	“Yes dickhead, I love Jen.”

	“As I said, your fucking funeral. I’ll text you when I’ve sorted it.”

	He hung up without letting me respond. Fucking typical. It wasn’t even his phone, it was Liora’s. Didn’t matter. I really did have to get my girlfriend out of the bath.

	When I walked in, I found her with her head almost fully submerged and music tinkling out from her phone on the sink counter. I watched her for a minute. So beautiful. As she raised her head, she let out a sharp screech.

	“What the fuck?” she practically shouted at me as she sat up. “You scared the shit out of me.”

	I grinned and sat on the edge of the bath.

	“Sorry.”

	She crossed her arms over her chest and scowled.

	“You’re not sorry. You were enjoying the view.”

	Fuck she looked so cute when she was in a huff.

	“Well, you are very… naked.”

	“Careful or I’ll pull you in here and get all your clothes wet.”

	I looked at the bath and shook my head.

	“It’d be too small for the two of us. If you wanted that, we could sneak into Dante’s bathroom and use his.”

	“He would murder us.”

	I shrugged.

	“Totally worth it.”

	She was trying not to smile. I reached out and stroked her cheek.

	“Tell you what, I’ll find a hotel which has a huge bath and make sure I take you, hmm? Then we can have all sorts of dirty fun in it.”

	She bit her lip, blue eyes darkening as her pupils dilated. Oh, Jen was definitely on board with that idea.

	“Promise?”

	“For you, I’d do anything.”

	“Ugh, why are you so perfect?”

	I laughed and rolled my eyes. Trust her to ruin the moment.

	“Time to get out, we need to head over to Cam’s.”

	“Bossy boots.”

	“And here I thought I was perfect.”

	She put her hand in the water. I jumped up and slunk away before she had a chance to splash me. I heard her little screech of indignation. As terrible as it was, I don’t think I could ever stop winding her up. Watching her get annoyed was like stoking the flames between us. And I never wanted that flame to die out.

	***

	Cam’s boyfriend, Manny, was there when we got to the house. He had Kayden and was playing with him in the corner whilst Cam paced the living room.

	“All right, mate?” Manny said as Jen and I entered after Dad let us in.

	“Yeah, I’m good. This is Jen, my girlfriend. Jen, this is Manny.”

	“All right, love?”

	Jen’s hand in mine tightened.

	“Fine thanks,” she said as I led her over to the sofa and we both sat down.

	“Any more news?” I asked Cam.

	She stopped pacing and looked at me.

	“No. When I get them back, I’m going to fucking court again. I won’t let him near the girls. Never. Those are my girls.”

	Dad lowered himself into his armchair and turned the TV on. Silence descended over the room. Cam started to pace again. What could I even say to that? I hoped the judge would revoke his supervised visitation rights.

	“Do you think they’ll find them soon?” Jen whispered to me.

	“I hope so. He can’t hide forever.”

	I wrapped an arm around her and kissed the top of her head. Her hand went to her stomach. Strange to think a tiny person was growing inside her. It’d be a cluster of cells right now, but eventually that little cluster would become our baby. Now I knew she was pregnant, the need to protect her and make this shit with Max go away became imperative. I wouldn’t let that fucker hurt Jen or my unborn child.

	Not that I was looking forward to it, but the sooner I went and saw Zach next week, the better. We needed to know who’d blabbed to Max about the blood debt. And I needed to get leverage on the little piece of shit. Take him down so he wouldn’t reveal our secrets.

	“Should I make tea or something?” Jen asked.

	“You sure you won’t burn the water?”

	“Fuck off.”

	I grinned. Jen was notorious for her lack of skills in the kitchen. Not that I could say I was any better, but she once burnt an entire pan of eggs when she tried to make breakfast for her siblings. Dante had turfed her out of the kitchen and hired a chef so it wouldn’t happen again. I’d told him that wasn’t teaching them useful skills, but he’d ignored me.

	“Anyone want tea?”

	Cam and Manny said yes so I nodded at Jen. Dad unsurprisingly had a can of cider in his hand even though it was ten in the morning.

	“You want me to help?”

	She stood up and stroked my cheek.

	“No, I’m sure I can find my way around the kitchen.”

	I let her go and found Cam staring at me when Jen walked out of the room.

	“What?”

	“What’s the deal with you and her?”

	“I told you, she’s my girlfriend.”

	Cam crossed her arms over her chest.

	“You also said you’re going to marry her one day.”

	“I am… I just haven’t asked her yet.”

	Her eyebrows shot up.

	“What the fuck, Brent? Talk about moving fast.”

	I didn’t really want to explain this to my sister with Manny and my dad in the room, but the way she was looking at me said she wouldn’t let go of the subject.

	“You do realise Jen and I have known each other for over twelve years. Just because we weren’t together, doesn’t mean shit.”

	“Defensive much? And it does mean shit. Relationships aren’t all fun and games. They take work. How do you even know she’s that serious about you? Huh? You sure she’s not just having her fun by fucking the help?”

	“Is that what you think I am to the Bensons? The help?”

	She shrugged and put her hand out.

	“Pretty much.”

	Cam had absolutely no fucking idea about my life. None at all. I stood up and walked over to her before staring down into her dull, lifeless eyes.

	“You don’t know shit, Cam. You’re one of the most selfish people I’ve ever met. All you care about is what’s happening in your life and your fucking problems. Have you ever once stopped to ask about mine? No, because you don’t give a shit as long as I keep providing for you and Dad.”

	She took a step back, her mouth falling open.

	“If you bothered to ask me, then you’d know the Bensons are my fucking family. We’ve been together through thick and thin. I’d protect them with my life and you know why? They give a shit about me. And that girl in there? She’s the love of my life. So don’t you stand there and tell me she’s just fucking the help.”

	All of my pent up resentment towards my sister overflowed. I couldn’t stop the words falling out of my mouth even if I wanted to. Yes, Cam was under a lot of stress because her girls were missing, but she did not get to stand there and talk shit about my girlfriend.

	“She might not be perfect, but she’s perfect to me. Jen’s been through the worst shit imaginable and she’s a fucking fighter. She’s fiercely protective of those she loves. When she’s around, the world is full of colour. She’s the brightest thing in my life. She’s smart, successful, has the most beautiful soul and she loves me. She fucking loves me, Cam. You’re not in a position to judge anyone so take your fucking opinions of Jen and keep them to yourself. You don’t know her. You don’t know me either. So just shut up and stop being such a bitch to everyone around you because you hate your own fucking life.”

	A long moment of silence ensued before I heard movement to my right. Looking over, I found Jen in the doorway with two mugs of tea in her hands and wide eyes. So she’d heard what I said. I didn’t give a shit. It was all true.

	Walking in, she set the mugs on the table before walking over to me. She took my hand and turned me to face her, completely ignoring Cam and the wide eyes of Manny and my father. Reaching up, she cupped my face with both hands, pulling me closer to her.

	“Thank you for defending me. No other man has ever made me feel so loved, cared for and wanted. I didn’t know it was possible to love anyone as much as I love you. I swear I fall deeper every day. And just so you know, you’re the love of my life too.”

	Then she kissed me and everything melted away. I barely even registered the sound of Cam’s indignation. All I could feel was Jen. Her mouth against mine. Her body pressed to me as I wrapped my arms around her. When I pulled away, I rested my forehead against hers and stroked her cheek.

	“My firestorm,” I whispered.

	“You’re my knight in shining armour… and if you tell anyone I said that, I will hurt you.”

	I bit my lip. Jen didn’t do sappy love shit except when she was with me. I loved that about her. I loved everything about this woman.

	I let her go when the doorbell went. Continuing to ignore Cam, I wrapped an arm around Jen and led her out of the room. She gave me a squeeze before going back to the kitchen to get the other mugs whilst I answered the door to two uniformed police officers and a detective.

	“Hello, is Miss Coleman here?” the detective said.

	“Yes, I’ll just ge—”

	“Uncle Brent,” came three high pitched screams before three girls ran past the police officers’ legs and barrelled their way into me.

	I knelt down and hugged the three of them, relief pouring out of me. They all started sobbing.

	“Shh, shh, I’m here,” I murmured.

	“We were so scared,” Crystal wailed. “Daddy was so mean to us.”

	I stroked her hair whilst April and Jacqueline held onto me for dear life.

	“Girls?” came Cam’s voice from behind me.

	“Mummy!”

	The girls promptly let go of me and squeezed by so they could get to their mother. I stood up and watched Cam hold them, tears pouring down her face. Turning back to the officers, I gave them a smile.

	“Why don’t you come in?”

	The next hour was spent with the officers, the detective and two ladies from social services going over all the details with Cam and me. Jen took care of the girls with Manny. They kept asking her a million questions about what she did, which was a little distracting.

	Sid had been arrested for possession of illegal substances. They’d found him by triangulating his phone signal. He’d taken the girls to one of his druggie friends. The house had been full of used needles and drugs, thus endangering the girl’s safety. They’d all been checked over before they were brought here.

	Things weren’t going to be easy for Cam now social services were involved, but that was her problem to deal with.

	Jen and I stayed the second night in Essex because the girls didn’t want me to go anywhere. They were all clambering over me after the officers and social services left, seemingly okay after their experience with their father. They asked me if Jen was my girlfriend and if they could call her Aunty Jen. I think it made Jen happy when I said yes and the girls screeched with excitement much to Cam’s disapproval. I’m pretty sure she was pissed off her girls were more interested in spending time with me and Jen than fawning all over her after their disappearance. Couldn’t be helped.

	By the time we go back to London, Jen was fidgety and unnerved. I kept asking what was wrong, but she told me she was fine. I rang Doctor Williams and arranged for him to come see her to confirm the pregnancy. And when we were upstairs with Dante, Liora and Logan, she kept looking at the baby with this strange expression on her face.

	She was asleep before I had a chance to ask her about it when we went to bed. One way or another, I’d get it out of her. I knew deep down, she wanted this baby, but I think she was worried about how we’d cope. How we’d deal with all of this when our relationship was so new. All I could was reassure her every day.

	And when the ring was resized and ready to pick up from the jewellers, I’d make sure she knew I’d stay by her side forever.

	 

	
Chapter Twenty Three

	Jennifer

	When Doctor Williams confirmed I was pregnant, I had no idea how to feel about it. On the one hand I was happy because I’d always wanted children, but the larger side of me happened to be terrified of the whole thing. Probably why I was at Jensen and Fi’s right now without Brent and sitting in Jensen’s home office with him.

	“How are you feeling?”

	I looked up at him. His expression was neutral as usual with him being in therapist mode.

	“Honestly? I don’t know how to process this at all. How can I have a baby when I’m still so… broken?”

	He leant forward in his chair, placing his elbows on his desk.

	“You’re not broken, Jen.”

	“I feel it.”

	“You’ve made a lot of progress since you started therapy, doesn’t that count for something?”

	I sighed, rubbing my temple.

	“I guess so. It’s just so sudden. In the space of a week I’ve got myself a boyfriend, realised I’ve been in love with him since I was teenager and now we’re having a baby.”

	“That’s a lot for anyone to process in such a short space of time. Do you want to talk about your realisation about you and Brent?”

	I tapped my hand on the arm of my chair and looked away.

	“I met Brent for the first time just days after what Dad did. Fi and I were only two days away from being sixteen at the time. As soon as I laid eyes on him, I felt something, you know, but I was so messed up and he was totally out of bounds. I mean he was our bodyguard and five and a half years older than me. Plus, I was still really fucked up over Dad. So I buried those feelings and pushed him away. I tried to convince myself I hated him instead, but I think I hated myself for having feelings for someone forbidden. Someone I barely even knew. It didn’t help that he kept pushing me into talking to him.”

	I’d mentioned a little about this on the phone to Jensen yesterday when I’d arranged this meeting. Getting my head on straight was best for all involved. Brent especially since he kept looking at me like he wanted to ask what was wrong. He’d held my hand when the doctor was over and had told me he’d arrange for my care going forward. I’d known Doctor Williams for years, so I trusted him to make sure I got the very best. Dante wouldn’t settle for anything less, but he didn’t know about the pregnancy yet. We were going to have a family meal this week so we could tell everyone at the same time. Jensen and Fi already knew, but that was beside the point.

	I looked up at Jensen again, feeling the weight of it all crushing my chest.

	“I blame myself for not realising sooner how I felt about him. I buried it so deep and I was awful to him instead. Taking out my anger and frustrations with myself and my own stupid feelings on him.”

	Jensen leant back again and observed me for a moment.

	“Do you think placing blame for this situation is helpful? You were sixteen and had been through a traumatic experience. I imagine you didn’t expect to want someone after what your father did and you didn’t know how to cope with it. Especially not when he happened to be employed by your family to protect you and your siblings. You recognise you made a mistake which is good, but you can’t spend the rest of your life blaming yourself for not realising sooner how you felt about him. That’s not going to be productive to you or your relationship with him. You need to forgive yourself, Jen. Not just for this, but for all the things which happened to you that were out of your control.”

	Trust Jensen not to sugar coat the truth for me. Forgive myself? How the hell did I even do that? The guilt I felt for not protecting my sister even though she never resented me for it ate me up inside. Even though we’d discussed this subject on numerous occasions now, I still hated myself for it. And I hated myself even more for the way I’d treated Brent.

	“How?”

	“How do you forgive yourself?”

	I nodded.

	“By letting go of the past and accepting there was nothing you could do to change what happened to you and Fi. You aren’t to blame and you can’t keep shouldering it. Do you think your sister blames you?”

	“I know she doesn’t.”

	“Then why do you think you keep blaming yourself?”

	I considered the question for a long moment. All these years I’d hated myself for what happened. Couldn’t see myself as anything other than a failure although I tried to be strong. But it wasn’t my fault. None of it had been. I hadn’t asked for. I hadn’t done anything wrong. Fi and I were victims in my father’s fucked up manipulation games. So who’s fault was it really?

	Your father. It’s always been your father. You know that. You blame him entirely. You always have. You hate him for making you hate yourself so much.

	“It’s Dad’s fault not mine. He did this to us but blaming him isn’t helping me either.”

	“Placing blame rarely helps anyone. Accepting you weren’t at fault is the first step. Forgiveness will come in time. You and your sister were thrust into a situation beyond your control and neither of you are to blame for what happened that day. You did nothing wrong. You’re so much stronger than you think you are, Jen. Just look at what you’ve endured throughout your life and yet you’re still here. You’ve never given up.”

	He was right as usual. Sometimes I hated how he always knew the right things to say, but right now, I was grateful.

	“You’ve opened up your heart to someone. Did you think you were capable of that?”

	I shook my head. My heart was closed off to love entirely. I didn’t think I was worthy of such a thing.

	“You blame yourself for not realising the truth of your feelings towards Brent sooner, but don’t you think he also shoulders some of the responsibility for your situation by not telling you how he felt? Nothing in life is ever one sided when it comes to relationships. There is always give and take. You both made mistakes, but you’re together now. Isn’t that far more important than living in the past with what could’ve beens?”

	I looked away, unable to take his gaze any longer. Brent and I were both responsible for not communicating with each other.

	“I guess it is.”

	“Forgive yourself, Jen, but most importantly, forgive him.”

	“I don’t…” I sighed. “You’re right. I do blame him too. I wish he’d said something. Wish he hadn’t just taken my shit. But I can’t dwell on it, like you said, the now is what I should be focusing on. And the now is fucking terrifying.”

	I heard him shift in his seat and I looked up. He smiled at me, which was unusual for Jensen when he was in session.

	“You’re going to be a mother. It’s normal to be scared. I’d be more concerned if you weren’t worried about it all. I think it would be helpful if you sat down with Liora and talked to her about this. It’s always better to discuss these things with someone who’s been through it themselves. I guarantee she’ll have been nervous about becoming a mother, just as you are.”

	I cocked my head to the side.

	“She doesn’t know yet.”

	“Well, after you tell her obviously. You’re not alone in this, Jen. You have your family and you have Brent. We’re all here if you need us, especially Fi. Between you and me, she’s been bouncing off the walls ever since you told her.”

	I raised an eyebrow.

	“And you’re complaining that your girlfriend is in a good mood?”

	His smile got wider.

	“No, but you’re making her broody and I really don’t need that.”

	I couldn’t help bursting out into laughter. His face. I knew Jensen wanted kids with Fi, but judging by his current expression, it most definitely wasn’t right now.

	“Glad to see my predicament is so amusing to you.”

	I waved him off, unable to stop as tears started to stream down my face. Fi would never force him into having kids if he wasn’t ready. She wasn’t that type of person.

	When I finally settled down, he was still smiling at me.

	“Trust me, Fi will wait until you’re on board with it. All she talks about is how much she wants to please you, which, quite frankly, is sickening.”

	His eyebrows shot up in the most comical fashion I almost started laughing all over again.

	“She tells you that?”

	“Oh, I’m sorry, did you not remember we’re twins and Fi pretty much tells me everything? I know some very sordid details about you and my sister.” I waggled my eyebrows at him. “But don’t worry, your secrets are safe with me.”

	“I’m going to have words with her,” he muttered, scowling.

	“I should warn her she’s going to get punished, but she quite likes that so maybe I won’t.”

	His frown deepened and one of his hands closed into a fist.

	“You shouldn’t know those things about me. I’m your therapist.”

	“Oh yeah, because that really mattered so much when you were getting down and dirty with my sister whilst treating her.”

	“You are incorrigible.”

	I shrugged. I’d give Jensen shit all I wanted and there was nothing he could do about it.

	“Brent says the same thing.”

	He shook his head and rolled his eyes.

	“I think he’s the only man who’ll put up with you.”

	“Hey, you’re not supposed to say stuff like that!”

	“And you’re not supposed to know about my sex life with your sister. I’d say we’re even.”

	“Touché.”

	He shrugged, his fist uncurling as he flexed his fingers.

	“You sound like you’re feeling better.”

	I guess I was. Talking through stuff with Jensen always did help.

	“I mean I’m still pretty freaked out about the baby thing, but I do feel better about things on the whole.”

	He clapped his hands together and sat up.

	“I think we’ll leave things there then as I’m sure your sister wants to shower you with questions.”

	“Ugh, don’t remind me.”

	We both stood to leave. Fi would be on my case as soon as we got out into the living room so I braced myself for the onslaught.

	“Just don’t give her any further ideas about babies, got it?”

	I grinned and shook my head.

	“No promises.”

	***

	Brent had been acting weird for days. I first thought it was because of his sister giving him shit about me, but he told me him and Cam were always getting into arguments so it was nothing new. Then I suspected he wasn’t as okay about the baby thing as he’d first made out. Again, he quickly dissuaded me of that idea by telling me whilst it was scary, he wanted the little life growing inside of me.

	So I was at a complete loss as to why he was being all cagey. I knew he was going to see my dad in prison tomorrow, but it didn’t explain why he’d told me to get dressed up this evening. I did as he asked even though I wanted to demand answer. I specifically picked out a red dress with a plunging neckline which left my back completely bare along with sky high heels. I had my hair down in loose curls and dark smoky eyes completed the look. The first time I’d ever really gotten dressed up specifically for him so I wanted to make an effort.

	He hadn’t told me where we were going. I descended the stairs and found him waiting for me in a suit no less. Swallowing hard before I started drooling all over him because he looked so damn handsome, I stood before him with a smile. His eyes roamed across me and he made a low growling sound in the back of his throat.

	“Fuck.”

	I raised an eyebrow, sweeping an arm out as I twirled for him.

	“Is that all you have to say?”

	His hazel eyes were dark when I faced him again, the golden flecks more pronounced.

	“Damn it, Jen, you’re making it impossible not to want to have you on your hands and knees for me right now.”

	I bit my lip, imaging his hands banded around my hips whilst he slammed his cock inside me over and over again. My insides clenched.

	“You’re the one who told me to dress up.”

	“Mmm, I did. Now close your eyes.”

	I put a hand on my hip.

	“Why?”

	“Because it’s surprise, that’s why.”

	I rolled my eyes but did as he said. I felt him walk around behind me and cover my eyes with one of his hands whilst the other rested on my shoulder.

	“Now turn around and step forward for me.”

	I did as he asked, letting him guide me through the house and wondering what the fuck he was playing at. I heard my heels tapping across the kitchen tiles so I roughly knew where we were. He told me when to take a step as we walked down into the conservatory and brought me towards the patio doors. I knew because I felt the warm breeze fluttering across my bare skin.

	“You ready?” he asked, his mouth right next to my ear.

	“The anticipation is killing me.”

	“Watch it or I’ll punish that smart mouth of yours later.”

	I grinned and felt him lower his hands.

	“Open your eyes, firestorm.”

	I took a breath before I did. My hand went to my mouth immediately. My heart hammered in my chest and I felt as though all of my breath was stolen away.

	“Brent…” I whispered, utterly at a loss for words.

	I knew Dante must’ve helped him with this because there was no way he could’ve it done alone. From one of the trees hung a curtain of fairy lights and before it was a table set for two. On the table was a vase of blue irises which were my absolute favourite flowers. It was almost like a fairy tale setting. Far too romantic and sappy, but right then, I really didn’t give a shit. He’d done this for me. Just for me.

	“I can’t take you out on a proper date yet because of everything going on with Max, but I can do this.”

	I didn’t really want to be reminded of Max, but I understood completely. I looked up at him as he came around and stood next to me.

	“Thank you. It’s perfect.”

	“Yeah? Not going to tell me it’s too over the top and you hate romantic bullshit?”

	I shook my head, stepping closer and looping my arms around his neck.

	“I love you so much, you know that? I can’t believe you and Dante did this for me. How did you convince him?”

	He smiled and it lit his whole face up.

	“Liora told him if he didn’t help me, she’d make him sleep in the nursery whilst she slept in their bed with Logan.”

	“I can’t imagine he was too happy about that.”

	“He got all huffy and told her she was walking a fine line. Personally think the sooner they can fuck again the better.”

	I wrinkled my nose.

	“Gross, I don’t really want to think about my brother having sex. I already hear enough about Jensen and Fi’s sex life.”

	His smile got wider.

	“Yeah, okay, so have I. Too much really.”

	I kissed his cheek. I may have told him about me winding Jensen up during our session. He took my hand and tugged me over to the table, pulling out my chair like a proper gentleman. He poured me a glass of juice since I wasn’t drinking due to being pregnant and all.

	“Who made this?”

	We had steaming plates of my absolute favourite dish in the world… mac and cheese.

	“I did.”

	I raised an eyebrow.

	“You made it?”

	“What? I can cook. Okay, so Liora may have supervised to make sure I did it right.”

	I laughed and shook my head. It was sweet of him to do this for me, but I wasn’t going to admit it. He knew I hated sweet and romantic even if I was secretly overjoyed at the effort he’d gone to.

	“Well, excuse if me whilst I tuck in. Me and the baby are starving.”

	I heard him chuckling as I dug in and stuffed a huge forkful of cheesy pasta in my mouth. I practically moaned in delight.

	“Oh my god, it’s so good,” I mumbled through a mouthful.

	He rolled his eyes at my inability to act ladylike. He knew what he’d signed up for with me.

	“Well, I’m glad you think so.”

	I reached over and squeezed his hand, making sure to swallow before I spoke.

	“You’re amazing.”

	His eyes twinkled and adoration spread across his features. As much as I hated it, Jensen was right. Forgiving myself and Brent for what happened in the past was the only way forward and I realised right then, I had. This man right here was my one.

	We spent the rest of the meal winding each other up and bickering in the way we always did. He was adamant I needed to move downstairs with him, whereas I wanted to stay in my room. He had a point though. When the baby came, we’d need our own space.

	“I’ll move down on the condition you let me redecorate.”

	He raised an eyebrow before shaking his head and sighing.

	“Fine, just don’t go crazy, okay?”

	“Me? I’ll have you know I plan only to brighten the place up. The lack of natural light is limiting so we need to remedy in other ways.”

	I already had so many ideas and a plan to convert his second bedroom into a nursery. We could be happy there together with our own little family and still be close to Dante and Liora.

	“When you put it like that, how can a man resist?”

	“Oh shut up. Just you wait, you’ll be wondering how you spent so long in the dark by the time I’m done.”

	There was still the option my own place with Fi, but we had tenants and well, if we were having a baby, it would be better for us to be close to Dante and Liora so we could have that support network.

	“I trust you.”

	Those three words warmed my heart and the way he looked at me stole my breath from my lungs. I often wondered how I never noticed it before. Noticed the way his eyes lit up when I was around. The golden flecks more pronounced and the hazel colouring so vivid.

	He looked away and fiddled with his phone for a moment before music tinkled out of the speaker. He laid it down on the table before standing up and putting out his hand.

	“Dance with me.”

	The romantic atmosphere had me standing and taking his hand, allowing him to lead me away from the table. His fingers drifted over my lower back, landing just above where my dress began. The touch of his bare skin on mine made me shiver as he tugged me close enough so our bodies were brushing together. We swayed to the music. Brent stared down at me with a tentative smile on his face.

	“I’d give you the world if I could.”

	I shook my head.

	“I don’t need the world. Just you is more than enough.”

	He leant down and rested his forehead against mine.

	“You have me forever, Jen.”

	I felt tears prick at the corners of my eyes. Stupid pregnancy hormones making me emotional. I could blame it on that, but really, it was everything about this evening. He’d made me feel special and that rarely occurred in my life. No one except Fi and perhaps Dante had cared for me in the way Brent did. Although this was so much more than just caring. He loved me, completely and irrevocably.

	“No more sappy shit,” I muttered. “I won’t have you ruining my makeup.”

	He bit his lip.

	“If you allow me one more thing, I promise I’ll stop after that.”

	“Ugh fine.”

	He pulled away and stared down at me.

	“I know you hate romantic bullshit so I’m not going to make some grand gesture, although this was probably too much as it is.” He waved his hand around at the setting. “I wanted tonight to be special for you.”

	“It is.”

	He put a finger over my lips, silencing me. I wondered why, but he clearly wanted me to listen rather than make comments. Dropping his finger from my lips, he cupped my cheek.

	“You can tell me to fuck off if this is too soon and I’ll understand. Hell, this whole thing between us has been crazy, but I’ve always known how I feel about you. I love you. Your fire, your passion and most of all, your beautiful soul.”

	He reached inside his trouser pocket and I swear I just about died on the spot. My heart threatened to explode out of my chest and my breath caught in my throat. He flipped open the small little box and held it up to me. Nestled inside was a white gold band, a single round diamond in the centre with sapphires either side. It was so beautiful and I couldn’t even begin to form a sentence let alone an answer to a question he hadn’t even asked yet in my head.

	“I want you to be my wife, Jen. I know things will be tough and we have a rocky road ahead of us, but you’re the one. You’ve always been the one.”

	His thumb brushed over my cheek.

	“Marry me.”

	 

	
Chapter Twenty Four

	Brent

	She stared at me for the longest time without taking a breath. And when she finally did, tears fell down her cheeks, streaking her mascara. Was it too much? I had no idea. I had to ask her though. I had to know. Was she as deep into this relationship as I was? Did she feel the same? I knew she loved me, but that wasn’t the issue at hand. Did she love me enough to tie herself to me for life?

	I could feel her trembling where I was holding her face and willing her to say something. Jen very rarely had nothing to say on a subject. Her silence made me nervous. My stomach churned and my skin prickled, but I couldn’t push her for an answer.

	“You’re serious about this?” she choked out.

	I nodded, trying to keep my own emotions in check. My throat felt tight and it took a supreme effort just to keep breathing.

	“I… this is too much. I can’t… we’re together then we’re having a baby and now marriage. Where are all the steps in between? The parts where we’re just you and me. It’s so fast. I’m already so overwhelmed by everything. How can we get married in the middle of all this mess? For fuck’s sake, I love you and I want to be in this with you. Damn it, Brent, this is too bloody perfect. You’re too fucking perfect and I can’t deal with it.”

	She choked back a sob. My heart was in a vice. Yes, it was too soon, too fast and our lives were a mess, but none of it mattered. I loved her and she loved me.

	“Fuck. I must be insane but put the damn thing on my finger before I change my mind.”

	“Are you sure?”

	She shoved me weakly in the chest.

	“Yes, I want to be Mrs Coleman.”

	I couldn’t help the smile spreading across my face as I dropped my hand from hers and took out the ring. She held her hand out for me and I slipped it on her finger. Seeing it resting there made everything feel right. Jen and I were meant to be together like this. She was meant to be my wife. My partner in crime. My everything. Just as I was hers.

	“You’re annoying, sometimes I hate you and sometimes I want to hit you for all the shit you give me, but I love you all the same.”

	She cupped my face and kissed me. I wrapped my arms around her, tugging her closer as the kiss became more frantic. Like we were trying to dig our way inside each other. My hands ran down her bare back until I cupped her arse, pressing her against me. She moaned, practically grinding against me. Fuck, I needed her. Directing her towards the patio doors, I kept kissing her, quite unable to stop so I could take her to bed. We practically fell into the conservatory. I pressed her up against the table, grinding into her. Shit if I didn’t get my cock inside this woman, I’d go insane.

	“Brent, please,” she whimpered.

	Damn it.

	My hands were at her dress, tugging it upwards until it pooled at her waist. I sat her on the table, my fingers trailing up her inner thighs. When I realised she wasn’t wearing any underwear, I growled. Jen would be the death of me. Absolutely maddening as she was.

	She clawed my back as I tried to work at getting my trousers undone so I could sink into her. That was until I heard a loud cough to my left. Jen and I both froze and looked over at the source of the sound. Dante looked equal parts annoyed and disgusted.

	“Can you just maybe not fuck my sister on the table in my conservatory?”

	Next thing I knew, Jen was sniggering and I couldn’t help smiling too.

	“I’m going to suggest you turn around and pretend you didn’t see anything,” she said, trying to keep her laughter at bay. “After all, didn’t you force Brent to watch Liora on her knees for you in here?”

	His eyebrows shot up and he looked at me.

	“You told her about that?”

	I shrugged but didn’t make any effort to move away from Jen. I was hiding her modesty right now after all.

	“I tell her a lot of things, but that wasn’t one of them.”

	“Liora may have told us when we were out on her hen do,” Jen said with a twinkle in her eye. “But don’t worry, she refused to say anything else on the subject of your sex life, although from what I gather, she’s very satisfied.”

	Dante’s mouth set in a hard line as if he was trying to hold back from taking his sister to task. Jen always loved to push his buttons.

	“Christ, just fucking clean it when you’re done, you hear me?”

	He stormed off, muttering to himself under his breath.

	“Don’t you want to know if I said yes or not?” she called after him.

	A second later, he stuck his head around the door again.

	“Did you?”

	“Are you happy Brent is taking me off your hands?”

	“I still have to deal with your bratty behaviour regardless.”

	Jen pouted and Dante rolled his eyes. Then she stuck her hand out, showing him she had said yes to my proposal. Something I was still a little surprised about since she’d told me it was too soon. I wanted her to be sure, although Jen would never agree to something if she wasn’t on board with it.

	“Congratulations. Now I’m leaving. I’d rather not think about what you’re about to do on my fucking table.”

	He stalked away, leaving the two of us alone. Jen looked up at me, her eyes bright with amusement.

	“Do you really have to wind him up like that?”

	“He needs to chill out and stop being so grumpy all the time.”

	Her arms wrapped around my neck and she nuzzled her nose against mine.

	“Now, I think my husband-to-be was about to give me his cock which I’m pretty fucking desperate for right now.”

	How could a man resist? Especially when she’d just called me her husband-to-be. I reached down and started working myself free again.

	“Did Liora really tell you that?”

	“You don’t know the story? Oh my god! We got her so drunk that night. You should’ve seen Dante’s face when we dropped her home. He was fuming… well, up until she told him loudly to take her to bed as she was, and I quote, ‘so horny, she felt like she might die if he didn’t fuck her right then’. Fi and I were falling about laughing at him picking her up all caveman style and carrying her upstairs, telling the two of us to fuck off.”

	I bit my lip as I freed myself and pushed her legs open wider. No wonder neither of them had brought it up. Liora was probably too drunk to remember. She’d stayed in bed for two days after that night, complaining about Fi and Jen ruining her for good.

	As amusing as her little anecdote was, I really wanted her mouth occupied with mine. I wrapped my hand around her neck and kissed her as I thrust inside her tight, wet heat. She moaned, the sound vibrating across my lips. Nothing about this was gentle. Her fingers gripped my collar as she thrust back against me stroke for stroke. I drowned in her just as she did me.

	Her cries of pleasure were muffled with her face buried in my neck. It didn’t take me long to follow her over the edge. There was nothing and no one like this woman.

	I picked her up and took her down to my flat, laying her out on my bed whilst I undressed her fully before discarding my own clothes. I’d deal with the table later. Right now, I wanted to spend the rest of the night making love to Jen. Especially now she’d agreed to marry me. I just had to work out whether she’d be okay with how fast I wanted this to move forward. I wanted to make her mine completely before the baby arrived.

	Pinning her hands above her head, I leant over her.

	“I belong to you, Jen. Now and forever.”

	“I belong to you too.”

	“I don’t want to wait.”

	She raised an eyebrow.

	“To get married?”

	“Yes… I want you mine.”

	“You’re crazy, you know that? We haven’t even told everyone yet, about this or the baby.”

	I cocked my head to the side.

	“So? We don’t need their approval.”

	“Let me think about it, okay?”

	I smiled and closed the distance between us, my breath fluttering across her lips.

	“I suppose I can give you that.”

	Not letting her respond, I kissed her and she melted against me. I spent the rest of the evening between her legs, making sure she knew just how much I loved her for saying yes to becoming my wife.

	***

	Coming to the prison again was the very last thing I wanted to do, but I needed the information Zach would provide. Hell if I knew how he’d get hold of it. No point asking anyway since he wouldn’t tell me. I sat back and waited for him in the visitor room with my arms crossed over my chest. The sooner I got this over with the better, then I could get home as we were going to be telling everyone this evening about the baby and our engagement.

	Zach strode in with some other prisoners and made a beeline for my table. His blue eyes were hard as he sat down and appraised me.

	“Hello Brent.”

	“Zach.”

	“I suppose you’re wanting to know what I discovered.”

	“That’s why I’m here.”

	The only reason I’d come back to this place to see him again. Whilst I’d been caught up in the mess that was my nieces going missing, Jen getting pregnant and us getting engaged, the need to deal with Max hadn’t slipped my mind. He’d not contacted Jen since she told him she’d bring him down with her, but I knew a man like him would be biding his time. Waiting to strike against her. There was no way he wouldn’t keep coming after her.

	“How is my daughter?”

	I gritted my teeth.

	“Jen is fine.”

	His eyes narrowed as if he didn’t believe me. I didn’t come here to talk about her and I sure as hell wasn’t about to tell him about the engagement or the baby. When this was over, I’d still have to deal with the fallout of telling Dante what I’d revealed to Zach in order to keep their family safe.

	Zach rested his hand on the table and started to drum his fingers along it. The tapping noise soon became irritating.

	“And my grandson?”

	“Also fine. All your kids are doing well.”

	He gave me a sharp nod.

	“I have learnt some rather interesting information.”

	“And that is?”

	His lips curved up at the side. The sight of his smile made me feel ill. There was a certain coldness to it which sent a chill up my spine.

	“It seems you can’t trust anyone these days. Loyalty means nothing, but what can I expect when I’m forced to live out my days within these walls.”

	I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. Zach loved the sound of his own voice too much.

	“So you’re saying someone betrayed you.”

	“In a sense, yes.”

	“Who?”

	His fingers stilled as he looked around the room, seemingly not wanting to meet my eyes for a long moment. I wondered why he was so reluctant to tell me. After all, he’d been adamant he didn’t want the company he’d built going down in flames.

	“I might not know this Max Graves, but it seems Marcus does.”

	I stiffened as his fingers resumed their drumming and his eyes found mine.

	“Whilst my movements might be limited in this prison, information isn’t hard to come by when you know the right people. And I know the right people.”

	He cracked his neck and straightened in his chair.

	“Your little blackmailer has visited Marcus on numerous occasions over the past six months. It seems they’ve planned this for a long while. Revenge, if you will, for Marcus going to prison because of me.”

	“And why would Marcus want revenge? I thought you two were thick as thieves.”

	His lip twitched.

	“Who do you think testified against him at his trial?”

	I raised an eyebrow. Dante didn’t particularly care about Marcus going to prison so neither of us had followed his trial or even looked into the details.

	“Why would you do that?”

	“Marcus is the slippery kind. If left unchecked, he would’ve done untold damage. Besides, he refused to take responsibility for what he’d done. Tried to plead not guilty. If he’d owned up to it all, perhaps he wouldn’t have fallen so far. You see, when you know each other’s secrets, you have leverage. I had no reason left to keep his.”

	That was pretty cold, but this was Zach. He had no moral compass. He did as he pleased and destroyed everyone around him. So him testifying against Marcus? Not particularly surprising.

	“So Marcus is pissed off and decided to destroy your legacy, is that it?”

	“In a nutshell.”

	I clenched a fist under the table.

	“And he just thought it was okay to drag your daughter into this mess, did he?”

	“Marcus doesn’t care about who he hurts. He never has.”

	“Neither do you.”

	“Why do you think we were friends?”

	The gleam in his eye when he said that chilled me to the bone.

	“Marcus might be behind this, but that doesn’t help me stop Max.”

	He cocked his head to the side, appraising me for a long moment

	“Pay Marcus a visit. I guarantee he has dirt on the boy. It won’t be hard to get it out of him. After all, he wouldn’t want anything happening to his own children now, would he?”

	“What exactly are you insinuating here, Zach? Because I don’t want any part of shit involving other people’s kids.”

	Zach chuckled and the sound made me feel worse. I hated this man. What he’d done to his kids made me wish he was dead.

	“Oh no, Brent, I don’t expect you to do anything other than tell him I send my regards. He’ll know what that means.”

	“And what makes you think he’ll see me?”

	Zach didn’t speak for several minutes. I wondered what he was thinking. Did I even believe a word he’d said? Was he throwing Marcus under the bus? Zach didn’t give a shit who he walked over to get what he wanted. Then again, Marcus had always made me uncomfortable. The way he’d looked at women like they were property and kept pets as Zach had done was sickening. Those parties Zach used to throw were only the tip of the iceberg. The horrifying way they’d treat women behind the curtains was what set them apart from others.

	I shook myself. I didn’t want to think about that shit and I would never reveal those details to Jen. Dante and I already knew more than enough to last a lifetime. No one else needed to be exposed to the worst parts of Zachary Benson.

	“He’ll see you if he knows what’s good for him. Trust me, Marcus hasn’t got a leg to stand on. Being my accomplice wasn’t his only crime. You should look up the charges they brought against him. Then you’d understand why he’s serving a similar sentence to me.”

	I swallowed. Honestly, I really didn’t want to know. Seeing the numerous ones they’d brought against Zach was enough to last a lifetime. And he pled guilty to them all. Sick bastard.

	“I have no interest in knowing what he did. All I want is to keep Jen and the company safe. The rest is insignificant.”

	If Zach cared about me not wanting to know, he didn’t show it.

	“Yes, I’m well aware all you care about is my daughter. Those girls aren’t as empty headed as I thought, especially if Jen has finally seen sense about you.”

	“Watch what you fucking say about her.”

	He smirked and it irked me. I wouldn’t allow him to insult her any further.

	“Touchy, are we? Yes, well I can see you’re very overprotective of that girl, not that she deserves it. Always too stubborn and headstrong, unlike her sister who lives to please everyone.”

	I stood up abruptly, not wanting to hear him talk shit about his daughters any longer.

	“If there’s nothing else,” I ground out.

	“Careful, Brent, anyone might think you want to hit me. Don’t you know that’s not allowed in here? The guards aren’t just here to protect you from me.”

	I rolled my eyes, absolutely done with his bullshit now I’d gotten the information I needed from him.

	“I don’t need protecting. You think you have reach far beyond these walls, but all you’ve got is ashes and dust. I might have given you a photograph of Logan, but that’s all you’ll ever have. Your grandson will never have to see your face and he’ll be better off for it. Everyone is better off without you in their lives. I’m sure one day you’ll realise just how alone you really are in this world and it’s all your own doing. You’re never going walk out into the world as a free man and quite frankly, that is me and your family having the last laugh. Goodbye Zach.”

	I turned and walked away, not caring what he thought about what I’d said. He could damn well live with it. He wasn’t worth my time any longer. He might have helped me save his family, but that didn’t redeem him in the slightest. The reasons he had were purely selfish. He just wanted his oldest friend to burn.

	When I was done getting all the information I needed out of Marcus, I was never setting foot inside the four walls of a prison visitation room again.

	 

	
Chapter Twenty Five

	Jennifer

	Everyone was here. And instead of being brave, I was hiding in my room with Brent. This wasn’t like me at all. Normally I took life by the balls and dived headlong into everything. Telling my family I was pregnant and engaged? Yeah, apparently that had me in knots.

	“I don’t know if I want to tell them about the baby.”

	“Jen, you agreed we needed to get everything out in the open.”

	He rubbed my arm. I couldn’t look at him. I loved this man, but honestly, right then, I was feeling out of sorts. Today had brought on the worst case of nausea I’d ever had in my life. If this was a sign of things to come, I wouldn’t be too keen on this being pregnant business. My hand went to my stomach instinctively. A life was growing inside me. I still hadn’t quite wrapped my head around it all.

	“James and Ellie don’t even know we’re together and now they’re about to find out we’re not only engaged, we’re also having a baby.”

	“And? Do you think your brother won’t be happy for us?”

	I shook my head. James probably would say he called it. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if he placed bets with Ellie about it.

	“Then what is it?”

	I reached out, entwining our fingers together. My beautiful engagement ring twinkled in the light. What the hell was I so worried about? Perhaps the fact that both my brother and sister were in relationships which hadn’t moved this fast. Then again, this was me and Brent. We shared history. My mind was in overdrive and I couldn’t stop the freefall.

	“I’m scared,” I whispered.

	He squeezed my hand and dropped a kiss on my forehead.

	“I’ll be right here with you.”

	“You know I don’t want to get married yet, right?”

	I’d told him when I’d got home earlier. Whilst I did want us to be a family when the baby came, it didn’t feel right to rush. It’s not even like I wanted some kind of big grand affair either. I’d never been one to dream of princess dresses, flowers and being the centre of attention. For me, the perfect wedding would be simple with us surrounded by our families.

	“Yes, and I said it’s fine. Honesty, I’m just happy we’re together. Now, are you going to continue procrastinating and being a scaredy cat or are you going to be the Jen I know and love who never backs down from a fight?”

	I looked up at him then. His smile set my world alight.

	“I am not a scaredy cat.”

	“Then stop acting like one.”

	“Ugh, you really are the most annoying man in the entire universe.”

	“That’s a slight exaggeration, but I’ll take it.”

	I shoved his chest with my free hand. He didn’t know I actually found him winding me up hot and endearing all at the same time. Yeah, Brent and I were never going to be lovey dovey cutesy with each other, but it didn’t matter. We were fire and passion. We’d also become friends in the process. He was my confidant outside of Fi and Jensen. He knew my fears and secrets. I’d been vulnerable with him and he never mocked me for any of it. He loved me for exactly who I was.

	“Come on then, before I change my mind.”

	He rolled his eyes but followed me out of my room. I’d already told him there was no way I was moving down to the basement flat until I’d had it redecorated. He just had to put up with staying with me in the meantime. I don’t think he was too put out by it in all honesty. What man would be when they had sex on tap and got to sleep next to the woman they loved? And Brent most definitely had sex on tap with me. We couldn’t get enough of each other.

	I kept a tight hold of his hand as we went into the living room. Everyone’s heads turned at the sound of our approach. As soon as James noticed we were holding hands, he turned to Ellie and put out his hand.

	“I called it. You so owe me.”

	Before she had a chance to reply, I practically dragged Brent along behind me in my effort to get to my brother before cuffing him around the back of the head. He rubbed the back of it and scowled up at me.

	“Hey!”

	“That’s for placing bets on my love life. And this…” I twisted his ear. “…is for dragging your girlfriend into your idiotic games.”

	“Jen, that fucking hurts.”

	I let go of him and grinned.

	“Tough shit.”

	I caught Brent rolling his eyes out of the corner of my eye. My little brother was a certified pain in the arse and I wouldn’t let him get away with anything. I could see him pouting, but I didn’t care. James deserved it.

	“Can we actually order now?” Dante grunted.

	“No one was stopping you before.”

	“I beg to differ. We all know how picky you are about where we get pizza from.”

	I put a hand on my hip.

	“And? You all appreciate it so don’t be giving me shit.”

	He rolled his eyes as Brent led me over to the free spaces on one of the sofas. We sat down and everyone started talking at once about what they wanted. Ten minutes later, the pizzas were duly ordered, the TV was on and there were multiple conversations going on at once. I looked at Brent who shrugged. Guess it was now or never.

	“Okay, you can all shut up for a minute.”

	All heads turned to me and conversation halted. Now everyone was staring at me, I felt uncomfortable, but fuck it. Better to just get it out there in the open.

	“You know I’m not one to mince words…”

	James scoffed and I scowled at him before he quietened down. Brent squeezed my hand, giving me his reassurance.

	“Brent and I are engaged and we’re having a baby.”

	The room got so silent, I swear you could hear a pin drop. The first person to make a noise was Fi, who literally screeched and jumped up from the sofa, practically barrelling into me. She knew I was pregnant, but I hadn’t yet told her about the engagement.

	“Let me see. Let me see it,” she practically begged me as she pulled away and searched my hands.

	I showed her the ring and she cooed over it, telling me it was beautiful and so me. She gave Brent a hug too.

	“I know you’ll take care of my sister,” she whispered, making him grunt at her in acknowledgement.

	“Well, I guess we’re going to have another screaming infant in the house,” Dante muttered.

	“Excuse me, did you just call your son a screaming infant?” Liora retorted.

	His lips curved up and for once in his life, his eyes twinkled.

	“Of course not, my heart. I love our son even if he does like to scream the house down.”

	Liora scowled and stroked the top of Logan’s head. He was happily sleeping in her lap despite all the noise.

	“He only does that when he’s hungry.”

	“Or when he’s grumpy for no apparent reason.”

	“Yes, well, he seems to get that from his father.”

	He stared at his wife with an almost amused expression on his face which was so unlike him.

	“You’re just upset that he not only looks like me, he’s inherited my personality too.”

	“Shut up.”

	He leant closer to her and kissed the top of her head before stroking his son’s face.

	“We should give him to Jen for practice so you and I can…” He gave her a wink.

	Liora’s face went bright red and she bit her lip.

	“Dante!”

	“What?”

	“Not in front of your family.”

	He chuckled and I rolled my eyes. Here he was talking pawning his baby off on to me so he could fuck his wife in front of everyone and he’d told me off for having sex with Brent on the conservatory table. We had cleaned it at his request, but if he couldn’t look at it the same way again, it served him right.

	“Yeah, Dante, not in front of everyone,” I said with a grin.

	He gave me a dark look which told me he was still unhappy about what he’d seen. I stuck my tongue out at him.

	“I take it this was not a planned pregnancy,” Liora said, directing our attention away from Dante’s hints about the two of them.

	“No, I’m still getting used to it all, but it is what it is.”

	She gave me a tentative smile and I knew Jensen was right. I needed to sit down with her about it because the whole thing was still a mess inside my head. Speaking of Jensen, he had a raised eyebrow, as if to ask me if I was okay. I shrugged. What could I say? I wanted to marry Brent, which is why I’d said yes, but not yet. I wasn’t ready.

	“Talk about moving along at warp speed,” James said. “Are you two going to drop any more bombshells on us? Like oh, I don’t know, you’re having twins and you’re getting married next week?”

	“Ha-fucking-ha. Not likely.”

	With twins running in our family, it was a possibility, but right now, I didn’t even want to consider it. I mean how fucking ironic would that be? A twin having twins. I could see Fi raising her eyebrow as if she was thinking the exact same thing. Hell to the no. If anyone was going to have a set of twins, it should be her. She’d cope better than me and she had Jensen who was adorable with kids. Honestly, I’d been at theirs when they had his niece and nephew around and the way he doted on them had me and Fi getting all stupidly giddy over it. And I didn’t get giddy over anything. Besides, I knew the man beside me would make an amazing father too. The way he cared for his own nieces and nephews warmed my heart. Not that I’d ever tell him that.

	Thankfully James didn’t make any further annoying comments. In fact, we were duly congratulated and hugged by all before the pizza arrived and then that was all anyone had any time for. I soon found myself sequestered in the corner of the room with Jensen staring down at me with concern.

	“Are you sure about all of this?”

	I fiddled with my engagement ring.

	“Marrying Brent is what I want, but just not now. I told him that and he’s okay with it.”

	“It’s a big commitment to make.”

	“We’re going to have a baby, that kind of already ties us together for life.”

	“I want you to be sure, Jen. It’s a lot to take in at once and after what we spoke about in our last session, I’m concerned about you making rash decisions.”

	I sighed. We’d had another session on Wednesday and had a further discussion about forgiveness. Whilst I had forgiven Brent and myself for everything which happened between us, there was still the issue I had with my dad.

	“I don’t want to tell Brent about this.”

	“About what?”

	“I want to go see my dad and I want you to come with me.”

	He raised an eyebrow. Brent hadn’t told me much about his conversations with my dad when he visited the prison, but it made me realise I couldn’t live in fear any longer. I needed to be strong and I needed to do this for my own sake.

	“What do you think seeing him will achieve?”

	“We talked about forgiveness. I don’t think I’ll ever truly be able to forgive myself if I don’t tell him all the things I’ve been keeping locked up in here.” I pressed a hand to my chest. “All the things we’ve talked about. I know it’s stupid, but he needs to know how much he hurt me. He needs to understand the consequences of his actions even if he’ll never feel remorse for them. I need this. For me. So I can move on.”

	He let out a long breath.

	“I can understand that. If you feel it’s best, then you should go. And of course, I’ll come with you if you need me there, but you also need to tell Brent about it. You told me you can talk to him about anything, so why not this?”

	I looked over at Brent who was sitting with Dante and they seemed to be deep in conversation. Likely about me and the baby.

	“He won’t be happy about it.”

	“Is that a reason to keep it from him?”

	“No, but I can’t, Jensen. This isn’t about him. It’s about me.”

	“Jen..”

	“Look, I get it, but it’s my choice. I need to see my dad and you can’t make me tell Brent.”

	He was silent for a long moment.

	“Are you going to tell Fi?”

	I nodded. Fi would understand. More than anyone else. I could understand now why James had gone to talk to him. He seemed so much lighter afterwards. I needed it too. To end things once and for all so I could move on.

	“She might even come with me.”

	“I think she will, and it might be good for the both of you.”

	I gave him a smile. Jensen understood far more than anyone else about how much this meant to me. He had my back and there was no doubt in my mind, this was the right way forward. I’d just have to contend with telling Brent after the fact. And that was the part I was dreading more than actually seeing my dad.

	***

	Things had been quiet in the office. Too quiet. It felt like the calm before the storm and I had no idea why I had such a bad feeling. Perhaps it had everything to do with the fact that Max hadn’t contacted me since we’d had dinner together and that was three weeks ago. So yeah, I was on edge, wondering what the hell he’d do next. He hadn’t pulled the funding from Bensons or anything. If anything, that side of things was operating smoothly. However, it was being managed by his company and not Max directly now we’d signed all the contracts.

	Brent was visiting one of Dad’s friends in prison today, which made me nervous, but he said it was necessary to make sure we had a handle on the Max situation. Apparently, Marcus was responsible for telling Max about the blood debt. I hoped Brent was right and he’d be able to get us out of this mess after he spoke to Marcus.

	I rubbed my temples, feeling a little nauseated. This being pregnant business was already pissing me off. It didn’t help that every time I saw Brent, I wanted to jump his bones. Not that he was complaining about my increased sex drive. No, he was reaping all the rewards, but I still had to suffer the morning sickness which sucked balls.

	Thinking about Brent gave me a tingling sensation in my nether regions and I groaned. No way in hell I was going to be able to deal with that with me being at work and him at the prison.

	“For fuck’s sake,” I muttered.

	Pulling out my phone, I decided I couldn’t wait until I got home so I send Brent a text which I hoped he’d get after he was done with Marcus.

	ME: I need you. I’m horny as fuck. Can’t think straight. Please come save me from myself when you’re done at the prison!

	I wondered if he’d be smiling when he got it. Smug bastard probably would be grinning from ear to ear and rushing over to see me. Lucky I had a lock on my office door and blinds. I shifted in my seat, imagining him under my desk pleasuring me in the way only he knew how. And no doubt, Brent loved going down on me. He told me I tasted like magic and he’d never get enough. I couldn’t complain since his addiction to me was most definitely to my benefit.

	My office door opened and in walked in the person I didn’t want to see again.

	“Hello Jennifer.”

	I sat up straighter, all thoughts of Brent’s tongue between my legs flying out of my head.

	“What are you doing here, Max?”

	He came further into the room, not shutting the door behind him.

	“Did you miss me?”

	“No.”

	His ice blue eyes flashed as he cocked his head to the side and dug his hands into his chino pockets.

	“Did you think I’d forgotten about our little deal?”

	“You think I’m stupid or something?”

	A smug grin graced his lips. God I really wanted to punch that smile right off his face.

	“Why, no. I’ve merely been busy and had no need to make any appearances with you by my side.”

	My skin crawled at the thought of being anywhere near him again. We really needed to end this shit with him. Especially when I was pregnant and would no doubt be showing in a couple of months.

	“And what, now you do? You could’ve called.”

	“Then I wouldn’t get to see your face.”

	I rolled my eyes, sickness coiling in my stomach.

	“What do you want?”

	He walked around my desk and leant against it. I rolled my chair back to put some space between us.

	“What I’ve always wanted, Jennifer. You.”

	“Well, too bad you can’t have me then, isn’t it? I swear we already had this conversation.”

	He simply shrugged and put a hand out.

	“That’s where you’re wrong. I don’t give a shit if you try to bring me down because you’ll be going down with me.”

	My body locked up. What the hell did he just say to me?

	“You’ve changed your tune since last time.”

	“You see, I realised something. I have all the power here. You can try claim I blackmailed you, but you’ve been seen by the public hanging off my every word. Who’re they going to believe? Me, who has all the evidence or the girl whose family covered up that your brother’s wife was part of a blood debt? I think I know who will win here.”

	My phone buzzed on my desk, but one look at Max told me it wouldn’t be wise to touch it right now. Whoever it was could wait. I needed to get this man out of my office before he did something. The evil glint in his eyes made my blood turn cold.

	“You think you’re that powerful, do you?”

	He leant closer.

	“I know I am.”

	I gathered all the courage I didn’t feel and stood up, walking away to put distance between us. His closeness suffocated me and not in a good way.

	“Threatening me is getting old now, Max.”

	“You make it too easy. Your weakness is your family.”

	I clenched my fists.

	“You think because I’d do anything to protect them that makes me weak?”

	“Love makes us humans weak.”

	I scoffed. This guy was clearly a fucking idiot. Love was my strength. Having people in my life who cared helped me succeed in life. Their support was everything.

	“In your fucked up delusional world of self-grandeur, perhaps. I happen to live in the real world.”

	He laughed. Actually laughed at me before pushing himself off my desk and walking towards me. I backed away until I was against the windows. Bad move. Bad fucking move.

	“I know what your father did to you.”

	My heart thundered in my ears. He couldn’t know. How? There was no possible way he could’ve found out about that.

	“Tell me, Jennifer, did you like it when you were held down and taken against your will? Did you scream?”

	“Fuck you,” I spat.

	“Sore subject, is it?” He reached up and ran a hand down my neck. “Not surprising your family is so fucked up and you, you’re just a little girl acting out because dear old Daddy raped you.”

	I shoved his hand away from me which only made him smile. He had no idea. No idea at all. I wasn’t that girl any longer. Whilst I still needed to take that final step and tell my dad where to go, I was better now. Better than this piece of shit would ever know.

	“You think you know so much about me, Max, but you don’t know shit. I’m not scared of you. If anything, you should be scared of me. Fucking terrified in fact of what I’ll do to you.”

	I was bluffing right now, but there was no way in hell I’d let him see me back down.

	His smile got wider, setting me on edge.

	“Tut, tut, Jennifer. You really should know better by now.”

	He struck then, wrapping his hand around my neck as he pressed me up against the window.

	“I’m not afraid to hurt you.”

	I shook my head, panic rising in my chest. He could hurt me all he wanted, but he might hurt my unborn child.

	“Let me go.”

	The gleam in his ice blue eyes told me he wasn’t going to stop.

	“I’m never letting you go again, of that you can be certain.”

	I struggled against him, gripping his hand around my neck and trying to tug it off. He only gripped me tighter. He was too close and I started to feel claustrophobic. I choked a little, trying to breath oxygen into my lungs so I didn’t panic further. It wasn’t working. My body locked up and all I could think about is what if he hurts my baby? What if he destroys the small tiny peanut I’d made with the love of my life?

	“Please,” I choked. “Please, let me go.”

	My life flittered before my eyes. All of my regrets and mistakes. The biggest one I had would be never becoming Mrs Coleman. I couldn’t bare it. Even if I lost my baby, we could make another one, but I couldn’t cope with being ripped away from Brent. I needed him so much. He’d become an essential part of me. We belonged together.

	I need you, Brent. Fuck, do I need you.

	Max tore me away from the window and threw me down on the floor. My hands instinctively went to my stomach, protecting the life inside of me.

	“You’re pathetic. Breaking you down is far too easy. This hardly feels like work.”

	I wanted to refute his words. I wanted to shout at him, but I couldn’t. My world felt like it was coming apart before my eyes as Max stared down at me coldly.

	Would he hurt me further?

	Would he destroy everything I’d fought so hard for?

	“No wonder your father only wanted you for a quick fuck. You’re a waste of fucking space.”

	Bile rose in the back of my throat. That’s when both Max and I heard the sound of footsteps behind us.

	“What the fuck did you just say to her?”

	 

	
Chapter Twenty Six

	Brent

	I saw red. I saw fucking red. Whilst I couldn’t see what was happening behind Jen’s desk, only that Max seemed to be standing over her, it didn’t matter. That was my girl and he wasn’t not getting anywhere near her again. As soon as I saw Jen’s text after I’d finished what I was doing, I’d smiled, not wanting to keep her waiting. Finding this little shit in her office was not expected, but fuck if it didn’t kill two birds with one stone.

	“Who the hell are you?” Max said as he stared at me.

	I didn’t answer him as I strode past Jen’s desk, finding her on the floor clutching her stomach. Had he fucking hurt her? Max Graves was dead. A dead fucking man. I turned to him and I swore I could see a hint of confusion and fear in his eyes.

	“Did you fucking hurt her?”

	“And what if I did? She’s mine.”

	I cracked my knuckles and walked towards him. He backed off a few steps, clearly realising his mistake.

	“I think you’re very much mistaken there.”

	He tried to look like he wasn’t intimidated by me. Tried and failed.

	“Who the hell are you?”

	“Clearly didn’t do your research too well, Maximillian Henry Graves, now did you? Because I know all about you and your little dirty secrets.”

	“What are you talking about?”

	He had absolutely no clue. I’d spent all morning and half the afternoon dealing with Marcus and making sure Max never went public with the Benson’s secrets. Now I was going to teach this shit a lesson for ever laying hands on my Jen.

	“I’ll let you in a little secret of my own. You see, Jen might not have told her family about your little attempt at ruining her life, but I don’t happen to be family. And I’ve learnt some very interesting things about you today.”

	I heard a slight sob from next to me. I desperately wanted to go to Jen and make sure she was okay but dealing with Max came first. Closing the distance between Max and myself as he backed up against the wall, I stared down at him.

	“How about I start with you embezzling money from your own parents?”

	The blood drained from his face. Idiotic little stuck up prick.

	“Or should we talk about how you’ve almost ruined your own company by mismanaging their funds?”

	“Shut up, you don’t know anything!”

	I almost laughed, but I was too angry with this little shit.

	“I know everything.”

	“I can still bring them all down. Just watch me.”

	Shaking my head, I refrained from putting hands on him even though I really wanted to beat Max to a pulp.

	“No, you can’t. You see, I had a nice little chat with our mutual friend, Marcus and whilst you were here making a nuisance of yourself, I destroyed anything you have on the Bensons. You can cry wolf, but who’s going to believe the boy who stole money from his parents and his own company? Hmm?”

	“You’re lying.”

	“Am I? Are you sure about that?”

	I wasn’t lying. I knew ways of getting rid of shit like that. It’d taken me longer than it should’ve. Mostly because I had to get someone to help me hack into Max’s accounts so I could get proof of his fraudulent activities. Whilst Aiden officially worked with Ben at his tattoo shop, he also on occasion was more than happy to do things for me. He hadn’t asked questions, merely got on with it, and within an hour, had what I needed.

	“You still haven’t told me who you are and why you’re doing this.”

	I stepped back and smiled at him.

	“Oh, I didn’t forget. Who I am is irrelevant. All you need to know is you’re going to burn. Perhaps not today, but soon enough. You should really find better friends, Max, and not ones who are willing to rat you out the moment they smell trouble.”

	His eyes narrowed, but he stayed against the wall.

	“Who are you talking about?”

	“You were just a pawn in Marcus’ personal vendetta against Zach Benson, but you were too stupid to see it. Nobody messes with this family and gets away lightly. Don’t you know why everyone was so fucking scared of him or did Marcus decide not to share that little piece of information with you?”

	I thought his face couldn’t get any whiter, but it did.

	“I suggest you run along before I change my mind about breaking that perfect nose of yours for hurting my fiancée.”

	His mouth opened and closed several times like he was a fucking fish. Idiot clearly thought he was some kind of god with his looks, but he was nothing but a sad little boy who liked to hurt women for his own sick pleasure.

	“What? You’re engaged to Jennifer?”

	“She’s mine. Come near her again and I will make it hurt. You’ll wish you never laid eyes on me. Understood?”

	He chose the wrong moment to get cocky. Puffing his chest out, he tried to get up in my face.

	“She belongs to me.”

	I lost my patience. Max went flying back into the wall as my fist connected with his jaw. And then I hit him again just for good measure. He put his hands up, cowering away from me.

	“What the fuck?”

	“Perhaps now you’ll understand how serious I am.”

	“You didn’t have to hit me.”

	I almost laughed.

	“That was for hurting Jen, now get out. You wouldn’t want your face to meet my fist again.”

	Max’s eyes flashed with fear, holding his mouth as blood trickled down his lip. Then he stumbled away from me and out of the office.

	I took a breath, shaking out my fist out before I crouched down next to Jen. She stared up at me, tears welling in those beautiful blue eyes.

	“Brent,” she sobbed.

	“Shh, come here.”

	I wrapped her up in my arms and held her to my chest as the dam broke.

	“I was so scared he’d hurt our baby. He tried to strangle me again.”

	I wish I had hit the fucker a third time, but it didn’t matter. Everything I’d found would bring his life crashing down around him.

	“You’re safe now. He’ll never hurt you again. I promise.”

	If he tried, I wouldn’t hesitate to beat him to a pulp. I wasn’t a violent man, but if those I cared about were threatened, there’d be no telling what lengths I’d go to. And I’d be lying if I said I didn’t feel some satisfaction from decking Max.

	Jen clutched me tighter and cried on my chest until her tears dried up. I held her the whole time, murmuring how much I loved her.

	“I keep crying all the time,” she mumbled.

	“You’re allowed to cry.”

	“I don’t cry! Stupid hormones. You’re not allowed to tell anyone about this. It ruins my image.”

	I couldn’t help chuckling.

	“What? Your non-nonsense, independent woman, I can do anything I want and nothing’s going to get in the way of it attitude? We both know that’s an act, Jen. You’ve got a soft little heart under that hard exterior.”

	“Shut up… Ugh, only you’re allowed to see it.”

	I kissed the top of her head.

	“Your secret is safe with me.”

	“It better be.”

	She pulled away and stared up at me with watery eyes.

	“I guess today I was the stupid damsel in distress and you came riding in on your white horse to rescue me.”

	She wrinkled her nose at the prospect and I grinned.

	“Vanquishing the enemy with my sword and shield?”

	“Something like that. You said you’d protect me and you did, so I guess I owe you an apology for not believing you before.”

	“No need. Strong, independent women don’t need knights in shining armour.”

	She reached out and ran her fingers along my jaw.

	“This one does.”

	My heart thumped against my chest. The soft and adoring look in her eyes hit me like a ton of bricks. Who’d have thought Jen would ever look at me like this? That she’d love me in the way she did.

	“I’ll never not need you. Especially not now you’ve knocked me up and now I’m an emotional, horny mess.”

	We both stared at each other for a long moment before bursting out laughing. That was certainly true. Not that Jen hadn’t been into sex before, but now she was insatiable. I couldn’t complain about our very loud daily romps. I know they’re loud because Dante complained about it yesterday. Not in front of Jen, but he pulled me aside and basically said if I didn’t stop making his sister scream, he’d kick us out of the main house. What could I say? I loved it when she let go, but I could imagine he didn’t exactly appreciate listening to his sister in the throes of orgasm. I told him to suck it up if he expected us to babysit Logan for him and Liora, to which he huffed and walked off. I think I got my point across.

	“Come on nympho, I’m breaking you out of work early. We need to go talk about this with D and well, I need you there to make sure he doesn’t kill me when he finds out what we’ve been keeping from him.”

	“Are we really safe from Max now?”

	“Yes, I expect he’s received a summons from his parents right about now. He won’t be bothering us again. Trust me.”

	I’d made sure of it. Revealing his financial misconduct to the right people would bring him down. If they wanted to involve the police, they could. I preferred to remain anonymous and keep Bensons and their company out of the firing line.

	“Have I told you how much I love you?”

	“No.” I leant towards her. “I really don’t think you have.”

	She smiled before I kissed her and the rest of the world melted away.

	***

	“You kept that shit from me?”

	Dante was pacing the living room, blue eyes a little wild after Jen and I had explained what happened with Max.

	“I couldn’t tell you. He would’ve ruined us completely.”

	I rubbed Jen’s arm as she watched her brother.

	“Doesn’t fucking matter, Jen. We deal with things as a family. You don’t go running off to save the fucking day when it comes to matters of the company.”

	She sprung up and pointed at him.

	“You weren’t there. You left everything in Fi, James and my hands. I did what I had to. He left me with no choice but to agree to his shit. I warned you about it, but no, you insisted we had to work with him.”

	He stilled before he visibly deflated.

	“I’m sorry.”

	Jen dropped her hand to her side.

	“W… what?”

	“I’m sorry. I should’ve listened to you. We needed that expansion plan to go ahead and there was no way we would’ve been able to do it without extra investment. I wanted to make sure the three of you could cope with it without me, but clearly, I was wrong to rush it. We should’ve waited. So I’m sorry. I never wanted you to go through anything like that.”

	She was silent for a long moment. I wasn’t sure what Dante would say, but this wasn’t it. It seemed he kept surprising the two of us at every turn. Perhaps he’d learnt his lesson from the way he’d handled Fi and Jensen’s relationship. Or perhaps he realised his sisters were more than capable of dealing with things on their own. Either way, it seemed he’d let go of his overprotectiveness a little. Besides, he had his son to worry about now. The twins could handle themselves. Especially now they’d both had therapy.

	“It’s okay. We all make mistakes. I’m not blaming you. The situation was shit, but it’s over now. It’s not like we could’ve changed it. Besides, if anyone’s to blame, it’s Dad.”

	Dante stiffened, his blue eyes growing dark as he turned on me.

	“As unhappy as I am about him being aware of Logan, I can’t blame you for it. He’s a manipulative piece of work and quite frankly, if you hadn’t gone to him, then this situation would’ve never been resolved.”

	I hoped now their father would be out of our lives for good now.

	“I didn’t want to tell him. He doesn’t deserve to know Logan.”

	“I know. He can’t get to us now. He’ll just have to live with never knowing his grandson. That is justice enough for me.”

	Jen looked at the floor, her hand going to her stomach. She rubbed it a little before biting her lip. The hairs on the back of my neck prickled. Something was wrong.

	“I’m going to see Dad next week with Jensen and Fi.”

	Dante’s head snapped to her and I felt like the world had dropped out from underneath me. My throat constricted. Jen couldn’t go and see Zach. What good would that do?

	“What? Why the hell would you do that?”

	“I need to, Dante. I can never get closure without it.”

	“Jensen agrees with this?”

	“Not exactly, but he understands why. It’s my choice. He’s never told me to go see Dad. I know it’s hard for you to understand, but I can’t move on from it. I just can’t. Therapy has helped, but it doesn’t address the root cause of everything, and that’s what he did to me and Fi. I want to look him in the eye without feeling terror at his very presence. He’s not allowed that power over me any longer. I have to prove to myself he doesn’t have it. Then and only then can I forgive myself for everything.”

	Jen had never told me that and she’d said a lot of things to me about her feelings towards her father. Dante said nothing. He walked around the sofa and pulled her into his arms, stroking her hair.

	“I’m so proud of you. I don’t tell you that, but I am. You’ve grown into a remarkable woman, both you and Fi have. You’re going to make an amazing mother. And even if I think it’s too soon, I’m pleased Logan’s going to have a cousin of a similar age to him. You deserve so much, Jen. I know you two thought I might be pissed off about your relationship, but I’ve always known how he feels about you. I trust him with my life and therefore yours.”

	I could see Jen shaking and I knew she’d started crying. The smallest things set her off at the moment, which annoyed her no end.

	“Dante… I…”

	“Shh, I know.”

	She pulled away and stared up at him.

	“When… when we get married, will you give me away?”

	His face softened and he kissed her forehead.

	“I’d be honoured to.”

	“Thank you… I know I’m a brat and it drives you crazy, but I do appreciate you. I mean, I love you as well and all.”

	He shook his head and rolled his eyes.

	“Love you too… I need to go speak to Liora about all of this. You going to be okay?”

	She nodded. He patted her shoulder before striding out of the room. Jen slumped on the sofa next to me and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand.

	“You okay, firestorm?”

	Her blue eyes met mine.

	“Are you annoyed about me going to see Dad?”

	“No. I just wish you’d told me before.”

	She sighed and rubbed her face.

	“I was scared to. Everything with him is so complicated. This is about me and my closure. I know you support me, but it’s something I have to do with Fi.”

	“And Jensen it seems.”

	She gave me a sly smile.

	“Jealous?”

	“What? No.”

	Okay, so maybe I was a little. Not because there was anything between them. I wanted to be the one Jen relied on. I knew I couldn’t get annoyed about it. Jensen helped Jen in ways I never could.

	“He’s coming as moral support, he won’t actually talk to Dad. I don’t know if Fi will either, but I need her there.”

	“And you don’t want me there.”

	She reached out and took my hand.

	“I don’t know that I’ll be able to say what I need to if I know you’re there.”

	As much as it killed me, I also understood where she was coming from. She had something to prove to herself. And I would never stand in Jen’s way.

	“I didn’t tell him about the baby, but he knows we’re together.”

	“I won’t be telling him about it either. He doesn’t get that right. He’s nothing to me anyway. If I do this, then I’ll be okay. I’m stuck in the past and I need to move forward. I have to do it for me and for us.”

	I stroked her hand with my thumb. My firestorm. Such a strong woman. She knew what she needed to make things right in her own mind. And she had all the support she needed.

	“It doesn’t mean I don’t need you.” She moved closer, reaching up to put her hand on my chest. “I don’t want to be without you ever again.”

	“No?”

	She shook her head.

	“I need you and our baby needs you.”

	My voice stuck in my throat. I’d never get over it. Having Jen so open and honest with me. Her heart was mine. Everything about her. And I was hers.

	“I’m right here.”

	“I know.”

	And I’d be here for her forever.

	 

	
Chapter Twenty Seven

	Jennifer

	Everything with Max was settled now. He’d been removed as head of his company pretty quickly and replaced by a new managing director which meant I no longer had to deal with his stupid face. The new guy, Dillion Poole, was a nice. I’d had a meeting with him yesterday. He was looking forward to a long partnership with Bensons. Dante was happy since it meant we were able to move forward with our expansion plans. I was glad everything we’d worked so hard for wouldn’t crash and burn. We were going to be okay. The company was safe and the only way from here was up.

	Tomorrow I was going to see my dad which made me equal parts nervous and terrified. Right now, I was sat with Liora in the conservatory with cups of tea and a plate of biscuits in between us. Dante was upstairs taking a nap with Logan. He was exhausted after being up half the night on baby duty to allow Liora to get some sleep. They seemed to be sharing the parenting duties which surprised me, but Dante was determined to be a good father to Logan unlike our own had been to us.

	“So… you wanted to talk?”

	I nodded slowly, cupping my mug in my hands.

	“Jensen said I should speak to you about my fears of becoming a mother.”

	She gave me a soft smile as she reached out and took one of my hands.

	“You think I wasn’t terrified?”

	“You’ve not really talked about it.”

	“I still am. I just got thrown in the deep end and half the time I wonder if I’m even doing a good job. I’ve got a small person relying on me completely for everything. Anyone who says they’re not terrified is lying.”

	I took a sip of my tea, processing her words.

	“Don’t get me wrong, having Logan is amazing, but he’s hard work even with Dante being there for me every step of the way. You’d be surprised at how much he does. Hell, I’m surprised half the time.”

	I smiled. Dante doted on Logan. I’d seen the way he watched his son and the tenderness in his expression.

	“Overprotective brother… overprotective father.”

	She rolled her eyes, letting go of my hand to snag a biscuit.

	“So, talk to me. What’s bothering you?”

	I sighed and drummed my fingers on the table. So many things I didn’t even know where to start. Life was about to change drastically and in ways I wasn’t prepared for. It’d already changed so much in the past few months. Well, if I’m honest, things had started changing the moment Dad was sent down for the murder of my mother. Life had never really been the same and I wasn’t unhappy about it. That change had been good for all of us.

	“The usual things. Like can I do this? Will I even be good at it? But I suppose that’s not really the issue. Everything has happened so fast. I know I love Brent and I want this baby so much, but at the same time, it’s massive adjustment. I’ve never had a real relationship before. And now I’ve got impending motherhood to contend with on top of it.”

	She nodded and finished chewing on her biscuit before she answered.

	“Of course, it’s a big, big change, but if anyone can cope with it, it’s you, Jen. You’re one of the strongest and most determined people I’ve ever met. You’ve got all of us, but really, I know it doesn’t help much with the constant doubts and worrying you can’t do this. But you really aren’t alone in feeling this way.”

	It might seem small to everyone else but having someone who’d been through the same thing as me, made this a little easier. The ache in my chest lessened.

	“And I’ve got Brent.”

	She grinned.

	“Hmm, yes, you do, for all your protestations of hating him.”

	I shrugged, rolling my eyes.

	“Yeah, okay, I was stupid and blinded my determination not to like him. Learnt my lesson now. Not letting that one go.”

	“Even if he still annoys the shit out of you?”

	I laughed. Oh, he most definitely annoyed me on a daily basis. That would never change no matter how much time passed. Brent knew exactly how to push all of my buttons and he took full advantage of it.

	“Yeah, even despite that… Okay, I have an embarrassing question.”

	Her eyes narrowed. She was used to me asking her stuff she didn’t want to answer, especially about her and Dante. Liora wasn’t a prude, she just preferred to keep the intimate details of her relationship with my brother private.

	“What is it?”

	“Did you get ridiculously horny? Between you and me, I think I might be wearing Brent out.”

	She put a hand over her eyes and groaned.

	“I didn’t want to know that!”

	I chuckled.

	“Just answer the question.”

	“Maybe a little bit, but do not tell your brother I said that.”

	I leant forward.

	“Really?”

	She dropped her hand. Her faced was flushed.

	“Yeah… I thought I was going crazy. Dante certainly didn’t complain, but some days it was all I could think about. It was so bad at work.” She lowered her voice. “There I was trying to concentrate on getting the feed right for the animals and all I could think about was getting home and well… you know.”

	I grinned. Oh, she knew exactly how I felt at work when I desperately wanted Brent to come rescue me.

	“Oh, I definitely know. I harass him to come into the office.”

	“You don’t!”

	“I do and well… he can’t really resist.”

	She burst out laughing and shook her head.

	“So that’s why he keeps disappearing on us. I won’t tell Dante about your extracurricular activities. He supports your relationship, but I doubt he’d be to impressed about the two of you doing that during work hours.”

	I shrugged. Needs must. I was sure things would even out eventually. My hormones were just all over the place at the moment. It wasn’t as if all Brent and I did was fuck. We’d discussed plans for redecorating downstairs and he was looking into contractors since I was busy with work. He wanted to take that weight off my shoulders since he said I already had enough on my plate.

	“How are you feeling about seeing Zach tomorrow?”

	My hand around my mug stiffened.

	“Honestly? Whilst I know I have to do it, I’m also scared shitless.”

	“Don’t blame you. It’s been years since I last saw him, but even I didn’t relish going to the prison. Is Fi okay about it?”

	I sighed. When I told her, she’d immediately said she was coming with me and I couldn’t stop her. I hadn’t wanted to. Having my sister there would give me the strength to go through with it. As well as Jensen who’d been instrumental in my healing process.

	“No, but she told me she would never let me go without her. Not when it’s such a monumental thing, you know. I didn’t think I’d reach a stage where I’d want to speak to him ever again.”

	“I think you’re incredibly brave after everything he put you through.”

	I gave her a tight smile. I suppose this could be considered brave, but I saw it as a necessity in order for me to move on.

	“Thank you… I mean for everything. You’ve been the glue keeping our family together since Dad went to prison, and you’ve made Dante happy, so I want you to know how much I appreciate that.”

	Tears welled in Liora’s eyes so I got up, walked around the table and gave her a hug. I meant every word. Even if what Dante did to get her here was fucked up, she’d still been the catalyst for the change we all needed.

	“You, Fi and Ellie are like the sisters I never had. I’m so happy you and Brent finally found your way to each other. You deserve to be happy, Jen. You all do.”

	And I swear to god I couldn’t stop the waterworks from her words either.

	Stupid pregnancy hormones.

	***

	Fi grasped my hand tightly under the table. Jensen sat on the table behind us just to make sure we were okay. He wouldn’t interfere no matter how much he wanted to protect Fi and me. We were in a prison. What could my dad do other than talk to us? Nothing.

	“I can’t believe we’re doing this,” she whispered.

	“Me either.”

	Closure. That’s why I was here. And a small part of me really wished I hadn’t told Brent to stay at home.

	The moment our dad walked in, my skin prickled and my stomach dropped. He looked older than when we’d last seen him. Perhaps prison life had done that to him. He sat down in front of us, his blue eyes sweeping over me and Fi. The lines around his eyes were more pronounced and his hair was almost completely grey. Unsurprisingly, he was immaculately dressed in a pale blue shirt and chinos.

	“I must say this is unexpected.”

	His voice. It made my heart pound in my chest and not in a good way.

	“Hello Dad,” Fi said.

	He inclined his head before his eyes fell on me.

	“Jennifer.”

	“Dad,” I practically hissed.

	A smile crept across his face and it just plain pissed me off. I wasn’t here to get angry though. That wouldn’t help anyone.

	“What brings my two daughters to my doorstep? You’ve never shown any interest in seeing me before.”

	“Why would we?” Fi said. “You’re not worth our time.”

	If he cared about Fi’s statement, he didn’t show it.

	“My question still stands. Why are you here?”

	Fi looked at me, giving my hand a squeeze. All the words I’d gone over in my head time and time again weren’t forthcoming. I looked back, finding Jensen’s eyes. He gave me a reassuring nod as if to tell me ‘you’ve got this’ and in that moment, I believed him. I turned back to my father and met his eyes.

	“I have some things to say to you.”

	He put his hands out.

	“Then by all means, speak.”

	I swallowed down the lump in my throat. Now I was here in front of him, the memories were no longer there haunting me. In this setting, surrounded by prison walls and guards, I didn’t feel so intimidated by the man in front of me. He couldn’t harm me again.

	“I spent years wondering why. Why would my own father do something so horrific to his own children? Not just to me, but to all four of us. What you did haunted me for so long. So many nights for the past twelve years I’d wake up screaming, scared you’d take something or someone else away from me.”

	I took a breath. His expression hadn’t changed. His hands were settled on his chest as he leant back in his chair, appraising me.

	“The thing is, Dad, I don’t live in fear anymore. Not since I realised you have no power over any of us. And whilst your stupid mind games with Marcus might have only caused me more pain, it doesn’t matter. They did something else too. Taught me that no matter what, the people who really care about me will always protect me.”

	I let go of Fi’s hand and pointed at him.

	“You know what you did? Failed to protect any of us. Failed to keep us safe over and over again. And you deserve to sit in this prison for everything you did. You don’t deserve this visit nor to ever meet your grandchild or any future grandchildren. You’ll never see their first steps, watch them grow up and have their own families. It’s really too bad you can’t see how your own children have thrived despite everything you did. And you don’t deserve it either.”

	I placed both my hands on the table. His lip twitched and his small reaction gave me a sense of satisfaction. My words affected him even if he didn’t want to show it.

	“When I leave here, I won’t think about you again. I don’t need to. You’re nothing to me, Dad. Nothing at all. And you know why? Because I forgive myself for all of my mistakes. For all of my regrets. For all my pain. All of it taught me how to live. To strive for better and to never accept anything less than I deserve.”

	I hadn’t planned on saying this next bit. Hadn’t thought I’d ever want to reveal any of it to him, but now I was seeing him, I knew this would probably hit him harder than anything else.

	“Before we leave, I have one last thing to tell you. Brent and I are getting married. You can’t walk me down the aisle, Dad, and I wouldn’t want you to anyway. You know who will? Dante. And you know why? He’s been there for us. He’s my father figure, unlike you. And he’s a wonderful father to his son who you’ll never know.”

	I stood up, not wanting to hear any of the venomous words which might spill from his mouth when I was done. My hand went to my stomach.

	“It’s really a pity you won’t get to see my wedding day nor will you get to hold your grandchild growing inside me. The choices you made landed you in here and it’s the best place for you. Goodbye Dad.”

	I turned and walked away. Jensen put a hand on my arm to stop me. I looked down at him. He gave me a smile and I knew I’d done good. He let go of me and I proceeded to the door, not once looking back. When I walked through into the lobby, a sense of freedom burst through my chest, warming me from the inside out. I sat down on one of the plastic chairs to wait for my sister and her boyfriend. I didn’t feel too good about leaving Fi in there without me, but she had Jensen.

	The one person I wanted to talk to now was Brent, but we’d had to give our phones in at the desk when we signed in. I’d see him when I got home and tell him all about it. He’d be proud of me. I was glad I’d done this without him. I needed to for me. To prove to myself I could stand up to my dad. To prove I wasn’t scared of him any longer. He couldn’t hurt me. He couldn’t do anything.

	Ten minutes later, Fi and Jensen walked out hand in hand. I stood at their approach before my sister let go of her boyfriend’s hand and enveloped me in a hug.

	“I’m so proud of you,” she whispered. “You did amazing.”

	I looked at Jensen over my shoulder. His green eyes twinkled with pride too. I put an arm out. I mean, yes, this was Fi’s boyfriend and my therapist, but he was also my friend. He hesitated for a moment before joining the two of us. A three way hug was a little odd at first, but I needed this.

	“You were both brave,” he said. “I think we can say your official time as a patient is over, Jen. But I’m always here if you need to talk.”

	That made tears well in my eyes. I knew he was right. I didn’t need official sessions any longer. I was better. So much better than I’d been before. And I really owed him everything.

	I pulled away slightly and stared up at him.

	“Thank you for everything. I would say you have no idea what you’ve done for me, but I think you do. For me and Fi.”

	He reached up and ruffled my hair which made me scowl. Fi grinned and smoothed it down for me.

	“He does that to me and it’s annoying.”

	“Wait, Mr Perfect isn’t so perfect?”

	“I’m right here, you know,” Jensen said, rolling his eyes.

	The two of us laughed and we all stepped away from each other. I linked arms with Fi as we walked towards the desk to collect our things.

	“What did he say?”

	“Just complained you’re still stubborn, but I think your words rattled him to be honest.”

	“Oh?”

	“Yeah, he didn’t seem like himself after that. At least not the confident, cocksure father we know. He just asked about how I was and I introduced him to Jensen. I told him I wasn’t going to come see him again and weirdly, he said he understood. I didn’t really have much to say to him. You said it all.”

	I nodded. She had a point. I’d pretty much given it to him straight and pulled no punches.

	“I feel free, Fi. Finally free from what he did. I never thought I’d say that.”

	She smiled at me and squeezed my arm, telling me without words she knew exactly how I felt because she did. Fi was my twin and my soulmate. And she’d be there for me until we faded from this world.

	After we collected our things, Jensen drove us back to Dante and Liora’s. It was mine and Brent’s home too now, which was still kind of weird, but I wouldn’t want to live anywhere else. Not when we had a baby on the way and would need all the support we could get. I said goodbye to the both of them, knowing they wanted to get home and be alone together.

	Brent was in the hallway when I unlocked the front door and walked in. He gave me a tentative smile before grunting as I barrelled my way into his arms.

	“Well, hello to you too.”

	Everything melted away now I was right there next to him. He kissed the top of my head, holding me close.

	“You okay?”

	“I am now,” I whispered. “I’m more than okay.”

	“Did it go okay?”

	I pulled back and stared up into his beautiful gold flecked hazel eyes. Hell, I loved this man. So. Damn. Much.

	“Actually it was good. He didn’t really say much. I said what I needed to say and left without waiting for a response. According to Fi, I rattled him. And I may have told him about the baby and us getting married. You should’ve seen his face when I said Dante would be giving me away. His eyes got all dark and his lip was twitchy. But it didn’t scare me like it used to. He doesn’t scare me at all. He’s just a sad, pathetic man rotting away in prison and that’s all he deserves.”

	Brent stroked my hair and smiled.

	“I’d have paid to see the look on his face.”

	“Neither of us ever have to see his face again, so you should be happy about that.”

	“Oh trust me, I am.”

	I reached up, wrapping my arms around his neck and going up on my tiptoes.

	“Enough about Dad. I’m more interested in what you can do with that devastating mouth of yours.”

	He raised an eyebrow.

	“Again?”

	So we may have had a particularly vigorous romp this morning before I’d gone to work. Instead of having my usual therapy session, Jensen, Fi and I visited the prison instead. And now all I could think about was a very delicious repeat of our performance earlier.

	“Yes, I’m your pregnant, nympho fiancée and you better get used to it.”

	He rolled his eyes before picking me up and carrying me upstairs.

	“You know, Aiden is right. You are a troublemaker.”

	I grinned.

	“I’m your troublemaker.”

	“Mmmhmm… and I’m going to be stuck with you for life. Lucky I love you so much.”

	He set me down on the bed when we got into my room and pushed me down on my back.

	“Now, troublemaker, you’re going to shut up and let me work my magic. Got it?”

	I nodded, giggling as he started to undress me.

	“Shh, firestorm. You’ll have D down here complaining again.”

	“Fuck Dante. He can complain all he wants. Now… show me what you got.”

	 

	
Chapter Twenty Eight

	Brent

	I held Jen’s hand as she lay back so the sonographer could do her twelve week scan. It’d be the first time we were seeing the baby and I was nervous as hell. Jen kept telling me it’d be fine, but who really knew?

	The sonographer was talking to us and explaining what would happen, but I wasn’t really listening. I stared at the screen, waiting for the images to appear as Jen had gel squirted on her lower stomach. She looked up at me, smiling.

	“Hey, you okay?”

	I nodded. I wasn’t, but she didn’t need to know that. Who’d have thought I’d ever be in this position? Of course, I’d gone through some of this when Cam was pregnant, but I’d never come to any of her scans.

	She squeezed my hand and turned back to the screen. My eyes were fixed on it. The woman was talking again, but all I could hear was a buzzing sound in my ears. And when she finally put the wand thing on Jen’s stomach and the image came up on screen, I just about died on the spot. She moved it around a little and stared at the screen for a few minutes, but it was obvious.

	“Well, I think congratulations are in order. You’re having twins.”

	It was clear as day, two babies. Two fucking babies. It was enough that I’d even got Jen pregnant in the first place, but now we were having twins. How the hell would the two of us cope with this? So many things were running through my mind and I couldn’t comprehend how this had happened.

	Jen looked up at me and I realised I was squeezing her hand. I loosened my grip.

	“You’re freaking out.”

	I was surprised she wasn’t. She’d got freaked out over the pregnancy in the first place.

	“Twins. We’re having twins.”

	I wanted to curse but decided against it given where we were. We could talk about this later when we alone and could process it properly. Right now, we needed to get through the rest of the scan. The woman pointed out more things to us, but I was barely paying attention. Two babies was a lot to cope with. Hell, one would be enough. This was not part of the plan, but when had anything ever gone to plan between me and Jen? Our relationship had been tumultuous from the beginning.

	When we were done, I drove Jen back to the office in a daze. She was staring down at the copies of the scans we’d been given. We’d barely spoken since we left the hospital, neither of us really knowing what to say. I pulled up in the carpark nearby and stared out of the window.

	“You coming in with me?” she asked, putting a hand on my arm. “We should really talk about this.”

	I sighed and got out of the car without answering. The two of us walked to Bensons hand in hand. She’d tucked the scans in her handbag and was smiling the whole way. Me, on the other hand, I was feeling like another bomb had been dropped on the two of us.

	Barely a minute after we’d stepped into her office, Fi dashed in.

	“Show me, show me, show me!”

	Jen sat down at her desk and left me pacing by the windows. Fi came around the desk looking like Christmas had come early. Jen pulled out the scan photos and handed them to her. There was a long moment of silence before a squeal erupted out of her sister’s mouth.

	“Oh my god, you’re having twins!”

	Hearing another person say it out loud made me feel queasy.

	“I knew it. I just knew it. This is so exciting, Jen. I’m going to be an aunty to twins. Who’d have thought!”

	“All right, calm down.”

	“How are you feeling? Are you excited?”

	Jen looked over her shoulder at me with a frown on her face.

	“I’m fine… Hold on…”

	She got up and walked over to me, putting a hand on my arm.

	“Hey,” she said quietly. “It’s going to be okay.”

	“Is it?”

	I couldn’t help it. Tension coiled inside me even though she was right there and she calmed me usually.

	“Yes. We can do this. I know it’s scary, but we’ve got this.”

	She let go of my arm and reached up, stroking my face.

	“We have each other, Brent. I love you and you love me.” She placed a hand on her stomach. “And we both love our babies. Nothing else matters.”

	“How can you be so calm about it?”

	She gave me a soft smile. Shit. The sight of it made my heart thump. The way she always looked at me now as if I was her everything had taken some getting used to after she’d spent so long hating on me.

	“I have you.”

	I couldn’t help smiling.

	“Is that all it takes then?”

	She shook her head.

	“No, but I know you’ll protect me and the babies with your life. Knowing you have my back and you love me, that’s all I need.”

	If she wasn’t careful, she was going to make me get all emotional. As if I couldn’t love this woman any more than I already did. Jen had changed so much over the past few months. She’d grown and seemed so much freer. Like all of her burdens and past hurts weren’t weighing her down any longer.

	I leant down, pressing my forehead to hers as I cupped her face.

	“I do love you, so fucking much.”

	“And I love you.”

	“We’re going to be okay.”

	She nodded, the smile on her face widening.

	“We’re having twins. Shit. Two babies. They’re going to be so beautiful, just like their mother.”

	Twin spots of red appeared on her cheeks and fuck if that wasn’t adorable. Jen really was everything to me.

	“What if I want them to look like you?”

	I snorted.

	“Well, I won’t complain either way.”

	She kissed me then and in those moments of us being locked together, I felt like it would all be okay. We could get through this just like we’d gotten through everything else.

	We pulled apart when we heard a loud sob across from us. We looked over at Fi who was full on ugly crying.

	“You two are just so… perfect,” she whispered.

	Jen rolled her eyes and pulled away from me.

	“Oh shut up and stop being such a big baby.”

	She walked over to her sister and pulled her into a hug. The girls smiled at each other when they pulled apart.

	“Okay, so why is this like crying central in here?” James said as he walked in with a raised eyebrow.

	“You know what women are like,” I replied, coming over and putting an arm around Jen.

	She scowled at me before turning back to her brother.

	“Brent and I are having twins.”

	James’ face lit up and he came over to us, taking the sonogram photos out of Fi’s hand.

	“Oh well, that’s going to be a fuck ton of work, but congrats.”

	“Thank you baby bro.”

	“Now we’re just missing Dante,” Fi said with a shrug.

	James’ grin got wider.

	“Oh, I don’t know about that.”

	The next moment, our older brother strolled in with Logan attached to his chest like this was a normal occurrence for him to bring his son into the office.

	“What are you doing here?” Jen asked with a raised eyebrow.

	“Am I not allowed to check on my company and my siblings?”

	“You are, but none of us expected you here today, especially not with my nephew.”

	He shrugged, coming over and taking the scan photos from James.

	“You think I forgot you were having a scan today… Oh shit, you’re having twins? Well, good luck with that. Logan is enough work as it is.”

	He shoved me on the arm and winked before grinning.

	“Wipe that smile off your face. Don’t forget, we live in the same house,” I retorted. “And we’ve babysat Logan enough times now so you’ll have no choice but return the favour.”

	That made his expression drop immediately.

	“You expect Liora and me to look after three kids at the same time?”

	“Yes.”

	He shook his head and rolled his eyes.

	“Fine. I suppose it’s only fair. Christ, our family is getting bigger by the fucking day.”

	“Is that a bad thing?” Fi asked.

	He smiled and shook his head.

	“No, I just didn’t think I’d see the day, you know. After everything he did to try and tear us apart, we’re still all together and look at us, having families, running Bensons. Did any of you think we’d be here now?”

	“Not me,” James said.

	Fi shook her head and Jen shrugged.

	“Right, well, all of you are coming home tonight for dinner and no excuses. We need to celebrate. Don’t forget to bring Ellie and Jensen.”

	With that, he handed the scans back to Jen and strolled away. I rolled my eyes. Typical fucking Dante, but in all honesty, I was happy. We were a family now. All of us.

	“He’s never going to stop being bossy,” Jen said.

	“Yeah, well, imagine how Liora feels when he gets all demanding,” James put in.

	“I don’t know, I think she’s into it.”

	She waggled her eyebrows at her brother and he laughed.

	“You really have no idea.”

	And with that he walked out, leaving me alone with the girls who looked at each other with confusion written all over their faces. I was definitely not about to enlighten them about what James meant. They really didn’t need to know about their older brother’s proclivities. I knew far more than I’d ever wanted to.

	“I don’t even want to ask what that was about,” Fi said. “I better get back to work anyway, but seriously, we have to plan now you’re having two babies. You’ve got to get so much stuff.”

	Jen rolled her eyes.

	“Don’t remind me.”

	She gave her sister another hug before Fi gave me one and disappeared from the room. I tugged Jen over to her desk chair and sat down with her in my lap, my hand stroking across her stomach.

	“My babies are growing in there,” I whispered.

	“Our babies, you mean.”

	“Yes, our babies. Two of them. No doubt they’ll be a handful just like their mother.”

	“You love how much of a handful I am.”

	I raised an eyebrow.

	“Do I now?”

	She stroked my jaw.

	“Mmmhmm. Don’t forget, you’ve called me a maddening woman who you still want to pin down and fuck regardless. And told me how crazy you are for me on several occasions.”

	I grinned before tucking a hand around the back of her head, my fingers tangling in her dark hair.

	“Oh, I most definitely want to hold you down and fuck you, repeatedly.”

	Jen’s sex drive was still crazy at the moment, but you’d never hear me complaining about it. Even if she occasionally fucked my cock raw with all the sex we seemed to have.

	“No one else is allowed that privilege.”

	“I should fucking well hope not. You’re mine.”

	She leant forward and nuzzled her nose against mine.

	“And you’re mine.”

	“Yes, Mistress Jennifer. Are you going to punish me for making you think otherwise?”

	She rolled her eyes.

	“Shut up.”

	“I’ve always been yours. You stole my heart, remember?”

	“I’m keeping it safe, don’t you worry.”

	She grinned and jumped off my lap, strolling away to the door which she closed and locked, giving me a wink. She shut the blinds next. As she walked back over to me, she had a very sly smile on her face. Before she straddled me in her chair, she hitched up her skirt, exposing her lacy underwear to me. I wrapped my hands around her pert arse, pulling her down towards me.

	“You really are an insatiable little minx,” I growled as she reached between us and stroked her hand down my rapidly hardening cock.

	“Am I? Oh well, I suppose if you don’t want it, you just have to say.”

	“I never said that.”

	She grinned, her blue eyes twinkling. Making quick work of my jeans, she tugged out her prey, making me groan. She didn’t bother taking anything else off, just peeled aside her underwear and sunk down on me inch by inch.

	“Jen,” I hissed. “Fuck.”

	Her face buried in my neck, peppering kisses across my skin as I gripped her arse and encouraged her to ride me.

	“Shit, I love your cock,” she breathed against my skin.

	“Is that so?”

	Her lips trailed up my jaw until they met mine. Her breath dusted across them as she teased me with barely-there kisses.

	“If I tell you how much, you’re not allowed to let it go to your head.”

	“No promises.”

	“So annoying, but fuck it, no one has ever filled me up or fucked me the way you do. I need it, so fucking much. God, Brent, you drive me crazy.”

	The urgency in her voice and the way her hips ground against mine only made me harder. Fuck, I needed to come in her so bad. I reached in between us and stroked her clit, making her groan louder.

	“Shh, firestorm.”

	“But it feels so good,” she whimpered.

	I chuckled, wishing we were at home so she could make as much noise as she wanted. Our bedroom in the flat had been finished first so we were able to fuck in peace.

	She picked up the pace, holding onto my shoulders as her head fell back, her dark hair splaying out across her back.

	“Shit, Brent, fuck.”

	Her body started to convulse around me and I knew she’d let go. Fuck, she looked so beautiful in the throes of ecstasy. She had this glow about her, setting my whole world alight. Watching her come all over my cock had my own climax rapidly approaching. Everything stilled right before the first wave hit. I couldn’t help being in awe of the love of my life for that small moment. Then I let go, grunting out her name as bliss washed over my skin. Everything about Jen was perfect. And everything about this moment was magical.

	She panted as she came down, her head dropping onto my shoulder. I stroked her hair and held her close. My beautiful pregnant fiancée who set my world on fire the moment she walked in my life all those years ago. I loved this girl to death. And I’d protect her and her family to the very end. Just like I’d vowed to do when I first came into the Benson’s lives.

	I don’t think anything could’ve prepared me for the rollercoaster ride of emotions I’d go on with them. They really were my family. I might have Cam, Dad and the kids, but the Bensons were more than just blood. They were the family who’d welcomed me with open arms and made me feel like I really was home.

	And right here, with Jen by my side, I knew I’d found my place in this world.

	“I love you,” I whispered. “I love you until the very end.”

	“I love you too.”

	 

	
Epilogue

	Jennifer

	I clutched Dante’s arm, checking my dress yet again because I was worried it wasn’t perfect. Fi looked back at me, her blue eyes shining.

	“You look beautiful. Don’t worry.”

	She knew I was nervous without me even saying anything.

	Fi looked radiant in her red dress, her hair falling down her shoulders in soft waves with a bouquet of white lilies in her hands to match mine. On her left hand, she had the most perfect ring. A simple white gold band, a round cut diamond in the centre with smaller diamonds running down the band next to it. Jensen had asked her to marry him a few months ago. Honestly, I’d told him to get a move on several times, but when it finally happened, it was the most romantic thing he’d ever done for her.

	He’d got Ellie to close Frankie’s to the public for the night to celebrate their first year anniversary. Then he’d got down one knee and asked her to be his wife. Fi cried her heart out after she said yes. I’d never seen her so happy in my entire life. And it set me off too. I’d still been quite heavily pregnant at that point, so crying was pretty much a given.

	But that wasn’t the wedding we were at today. No, it just happened to be mine and Brent’s, which is why I was nervous as fuck. I shouldn’t be, since marrying the love of my life was exciting, but I couldn’t help it.

	“She’s right, you do look beautiful,” Dante said, giving my hand a squeeze.

	“Don’t make me cry!”

	He grinned and shook his head. The music started up then. Fi gave me one last glance before she walked into the ceremony room behind Brent’s three nieces, Crystal, Jaqueline and April, who were our flower girls.

	“You sure you want to marry Brent? I can whisk you away at any time.”

	I rolled my eyes.

	“Yes, but I appreciate the sentiment.”

	His eyes twinkled. Dante had been amazing. Him and Liora had been there every step of the way throughout my pregnancy and had helped Brent and I with the twins when they arrived. He gave me one last nod before we both stepped forward into the room and began to make our way up the aisle.

	Liora was sitting with Logan in her lap and my two baby girls, Calliope and Maia, in their pushchair next to her. They looked so much like their daddy with beautiful hazel eyes, but they had my dark hair. I loved those two girls even if they were a handful. Hardly surprising given how many times Fi and I had given our mother a run for her money. I couldn’t think about them right now. Today was about becoming Mrs Coleman.

	Brent stood at the end of the aisle, a huge fucking grin on his face which would normally piss me off, but right now, I was happy to see him. He looked so handsome in his dark grey suit with a white lily in the lapel. Hell, I loved this man so damn much.

	In no time at all, we were standing next to him and Dante handed me over to his best friend, giving him a slap on the back in the process.

	“Look after her.”

	“I will. With my life.”

	He grinned and moved away to stand next to him. He was giving me away, but he was also Brent’s best man, just as Brent had been at his wedding to Liora.

	Brent’s beautiful hazel eyes shone as he stared down at me.

	“You look so beautiful.”

	I’d chosen a very simple lace A-line dress with long lace sleeves with a plunging back. No veil, but my hair was half up with tiny little flowers running through it.

	Thankfully I’d managed to shed my baby weight for this occasion. The girls had been born early, but that was expected with them being twins. They’d had to stay in hospital for a couple of weeks before we were allowed to take them home given they were preterm. We’d been so happy when we could finally be a family with our two girls.

	“Thank you. You don’t look so bad yourself.”

	He shook his head and rolled his eyes.

	“You ready?”

	I reached up and cupped his face.

	“I’ve been ready for this since the day you asked me.”

	His smile was electric.

	Yeah, I was ready to become Mrs Coleman. Most definitely ready.

	We both turned to the registrar who gave us a smile and started the service.

	Time to tie the knot and make this official.

	***

	The ceremony was one of the best moments of my life. I’d stared at him the whole time, barely hearing what the registrar was saying, repeating what she told me at the appropriate moments and desperately wanting to be closer to Brent all the while. Getting to say I do to the man I loved made me cry, but it was the kiss which had my knees buckling and my heart melting. I’d finally got everything I wanted. Brent was my husband. The man I’d wanted deep down since I was fifteen years old. Perhaps fairy tales really did exist. But I’d never tell anyone that. They might think I’d gone soft. Perhaps I had but being with the love of my life had changed me in so many ways. And our two perfect daughters had brought me more joy then I could even begin to express.

	My entire family was congregated together by the top table along with all their partners, including my babies and my husband. We hadn’t invited a huge number of people. Just close family and friends along with some of our employees who were an important part of the day to day running of the business. It had been everything I ever wanted for my wedding.

	I watched my family laughing together and couldn’t help smiling. We’d come such a long way in the past few years after Dad’s arrest. That moment had changed the course of history in so many ways. At least for us it had. We’d all grown so much.

	Dante and Liora had Logan who was growing up so fast. They were still as happy as they had been when they’d first got together. I don’t think anyone could ever say their relationship was orthodox, but it worked for them. Dante might always be overprotective and completely stubborn, but he was also my big brother and in a lot of ways, my parental figure. To see him settled and happy after everything he’d been through made me happier than I could ever express in words.

	James and Ellie were perfect for one another. They had no plans to get married or have babies any time soon, but Ellie had been through so much in her life, it didn’t really surprise me. They were just living. Frankie’s had turned into a hotspot in London which meant it took up a lot of Ellie’s time even with Sandro running the place as the General Manager. It was a beautiful sight to see her thrive with James by her side, supporting her every step of the way. My brother really deserved the happiness he’d found.

	And my sister who was my soulmate and rock. She and Jensen couldn’t be happier with each other. I was so damn excited about them getting married. Fi was already deep into planning mode although she was also like me and didn’t want a big affair. I’d already been dropping hints about a little pitter patter of tiny feet. She’d waved me off saying she and Jensen weren’t quite ready for that conversation yet. But they didn’t seem to mind babysitting my girls, so perhaps it would happen sooner rather than later. Either way, I was happy my sister had found someone so kind and caring and who loved her with everything he had. Even if I still gave him shit for it all the time.

	My brother and sister had my babies. James was cooing to Maia and Fi was rocking Calliope back and forth. My family had been insistent on babysitting the girls so Brent and I could spend our wedding night alone without interruptions. It would be hard to be away from my babies, but I was equally grateful to have a night with my new husband too.

	I walked over to them, my heart just about full to bursting. Brent wrapped an arm around me when I reached him, leaning down to place a chaste kiss on my lips.

	“You okay?”

	I looked up at my husband with a lump forming in my throat.

	“I’m more than okay. I’m perfect.”

	He smiled and damn if it didn’t set my world on fire.

	“Oh, you definitely are. My firestorm.”

	I wrapped my arms around him and smiled.

	“And you’re my knight in shining armour.”

	I might not be a damsel in distress, but Brent had saved me time and time again. And he’d keep doing it until the very end. When I looked up into his hazel eyes with those golden flecks I loved so much, I knew I was home. Home with my husband, my babies and my family. Despite all our hardships, we’d come out the other side. Our little clan was free of the tyranny of our father and we were at peace.

	At the end of the day, that’s all this girl could ask for.

	A happy family.

	And a happy life to look forward to with all our loved ones.

	 

	 

	The End.
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