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PRETTY CRUEL VILLAIN


Maura Matthews is beautiful, sharp-tongued, and utterly uninterested in romance—the perfect contract wife.

Except nothing about her feels like a transaction.

She's an artist who gets paint all over my furniture, laughs at my color-coded schedules, and sees through every wall I've built like they're made of glass.

I see her too. The way she flinches when her father enters a room. How she talks about the future like it's borrowed time—like she knows something I don't.

Something that could shatter us both.

I should walk away. Protect what's left of my frozen heart.

Instead, I have one year to get her pregnant—and one taste of her makes me want to burn the contract and keep her for good.

If my wife thinks I'll let anything take her from me now, she doesn't know what kind of villain she married.

Pretty Cruel Villain is a billionaire contract marriage romance with high-heat, a cold hero who cracks wide open, and a secret that changes everything. It is the third book in the House of Cards series but can be read as a complete standalone.
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PROLOGUE
MAURA


16 years ago

“What the devil were you doing sitting under the table?”

My father drags me by the arm out into a hallway.

“I was drawing,” I mutter.

He scoffs and his face does that thing where it gets all red and his eyes roll up and I know he wishes he didn’t bring me to this stupid party.

“What’s wrong with you, Maura? They’re going to think I didn’t teach you how to behave.”

You didn’t, I want to tell him. My last two au pairs did.

I don’t really care that he dragged out of the banquet. I hate it when my father makes me go to these fancy parties, where I have to wear scratchy pink dresses and eat foods that give me a belly ache.

But being shouted at in front of people still makes my face get hot. The older ladies stare at us as he scolds me about “learning proper manners,” until I want to disappear.

Normally, he waits until we’re in the car to lecture me about all the reasons my behavior disappoints him.

I don't smile enough.

I keep fiddling with my hair.

I don't make conversation with the grown-ups.

I don’t act perfect.

He doesn’t care that the new medicine the doctor gives me makes me sleepy, or that none of the grown-ups want to talk to me. They’re here so they can feel rich and fancy, and talking to an almost ten-year-old doesn’t help.

My father pulls me down a hallway toward the kitchens, and the banquet guests turn into cooks and waiters. They act like they can’t see me at all, probably because they don’t want to get yelled at, too.

My father finds a room where they keep extra tables and chairs and moves me through the doorway, finally letting go of my arm.

“Stay here and think about how you should be behaving,” he demands, straightening his jacket and hair. “I’ll come get you when it’s time to leave. Don’t cause trouble, Maura.”

He clicks the lock on the door handle and leaves me in the quiet.

I plop on the floor and stare resentfully at the door. Tear prick at my eyes, but really, it’s not so bad being left here.

I’ve still got my notebook and colored markers in my purple-beaded bag. I’d rather draw by myself than sit with a bunch of boring grown-ups, anyway.

I open my notebook to the drawing I was working on earlier. It’s a girl and her horse, from a book I was reading. Drawing horses is really hard, but I have to practice if I’m going to get better.

“Hey,” someone hisses from the door.

My head snaps up, and I see a little dark-haired boy in a suit lingering in the open doorway. He doesn’t look stiff and uncomfortable in his fancy clothes like I do.

“How did you get in here?” I ask, confused.

He wiggles the handle. “The lock doesn’t work.”

“How do you know that?”

“My parents take me to dinners here all the time.” He shrugs, running his fingers over the woodwork in the door. “They let me explore when I get bored.”

I bite my cheek. “I wish my dad would let me do that. He tells me I have to behave and talk to the grown-ups.”

The boy nods. “Is that why he put you in here? Like, for a time out?”

My stomach drops and my face gets hot all over again. “I’m not five,” I say. “I’m almost ten.”

Ten-year-olds don’t get time outs.

“Well, I definitely still get time outs and I’m almost eleven, so…”

He laughs, so I do, too, feeling a squirmy feeling in my toes.

“Well,” he adds, nudging something with the tow of his black shoe on the carpet. “If you’re not in a time out then that means you can have some cake.”

My ears perk up. “There’s cake?”

“Yeah, in the kitchens. The cooks always give me a piece early if I ask them real nicely.” Before I can ask, he adds, “Like I said, I come here a lot. Wanna go with me and ask? I’ll bet they’ll give us each a piece.”

I bite my lip. I want to, but…

“I shouldn’t. My father would be mad if he came back and I was gone.”

“Oh.” He hesitates, thinking. “Want me to bring you some, then?”

“Okay,” I say. “Thanks.”

The boy disappears, shutting the door behind him. I fiddle with my pencil and wait. I’m not sure if he’ll come back. His parents might decide to bring him back to dinner, or maybe he’ll find something better to do than sit with a girl he doesn’t know in this boring room.

But after a few minutes, the door opens and he’s back with a little tray. Not only are there two slices of cake, but two giant glasses of orange soda, a bowl of strawberries, and a small mountain of colorful cookies.

My mouth waters—my father never lets me have so many treats. Dr. Markovic said I can't because of my bad heart. Too much sugar, too much excitement, too much anything could be dangerous.

But just this once, I want to be a normal kid. Just this once, I want to pretend my heart isn't a ticking clock.

“The kitchen staff is really nice,” the boy says, setting down the tray. “I told them I found a friend to share with and look at all this stuff they gave me.”

I can tell by the way he says “kitchen staff” that he’s used to having servants take care of things for him. It’s not too surprising—his family has to be rich if they’re at this party. I grab a little yellow iced cookie and bite into it. It’s rich, crumbly, and so good I want to hide the other three in my little purple bag, but I don’t because it’s not worth my father shouting again.

It will be bad enough if he finds me with this strange boy eating sweets.

I brush the crumbs from my fingers and dress, just in case. Then I can say I didn’t have any, or that I only tried a bite.

“What are you drawing?” the boy asks, pointing at my notebook.

Reflexively, I pull it to my chest. “Nothing.”

He lifts a brow and sucks some orange soda through a straw.

“A horse,” I relent.

“Oh, I like horses,” he says, eyes getting bright. “Can I see it?”

I swallow hard and push my hair back from my face. I don’t usually like to show anyone my drawings. Just my au pair.

But for some reason, I kind of want him to see. My tense grip relaxes and I pass him the notebook, holding my breath.

The boy looks at my first drawing.

He looks at it so long that I start to wonder what he’s thinking.

After what feels like five whole minutes, he only asks, “Can I see some more?”

When I nod, he flips through the pages. He looks at every drawing with a serious look on his face, like he’s thinking very hard about it. For a while, I busy myself taking little nibbles of cookies and cake and don’t even notice when I’ve eaten so much of them that he laughs when he gets to the first page.

“I guess it’s a good thing I already ate my cake.”

Oh.

“I’m sorry,” I blurt. “I didn’t mean to⁠—”

“It’s okay. I got it for you, anyway.”

My chest pricks with embarassment in the silence and I just ask the first thing I think of to make it not so awkward.

“Um, do you draw?”

“No.” The boy frowns. “I’m terrible at drawing. I don’t like being bad at things.”

“You wouldn’t be bad if you practiced.”

“No, I’m not an artist,” he tells me. “Not like you. I’m good at other stuff.”

“Like what?”

He thinks, getting that little line in between his eyebrows while his lips press into a straight line. I wonder where he goes to school or if he’s tutored like me.

Do the girls in his class think he’s handsome?

I think they would.

“Math,” he admits with a sheepish shrug. “I’m really good at math. And reading. Gym class, too.”

“I hate gym class,” I snap before I can stop myself. “It’s just…super boring.”

That’s not it, but I don’t want to tell him that they make me sit on the bleachers so I don’t get hurt.

“Hey,” I say, getting an idea. “Maybe you can go to gym class for me, and I’ll go to art class for you.”

“That would be awesome,” he snorts. “Too bad you don’t go to my school.”

He bumps his shoulder to mine and I squirm on the carpet.

I’m not used to boys saying nice stuff to me, and I realize suddenly that this boy is cute…really cute. I want to tell him that I wish I went to his school, too, but I don’t want it to come out wrong, so I don’t say anything at all.

He hands me my notebook back. “Why haven’t I seen you here before? I’m usually the only middle schooler here. It would be more fun if you came to all of them.”

“I wish I could,” I say it before I think it through, but it’s funny because I mean it. I hate these parties but if he’s going to be here then I don’t think I’d mind coming all that much.

“Can I watch you draw?” he asks.

I shrug. “If you want. You might get bored.”

“I won’t.”

I ask him lots of questions while I draw, about his friends (he has one best friend, Nate), his house (he has his own bedroom with a rocketship bed), his school (he has to wear uniforms, but it’s not so bad.)

He asks me questions too, about my favorite animals and books and seasons. He seems to notice when I don’t want to answer a question and changes the topic before I have to.

That's good because I don't want him to know I'm sick. I don't want him to change the way he talks to me, or look at me with that sad face grown-ups get when they think I'm not paying attention.

The face that says they're already practicing saying goodbye.

Hours must go by, because I’m able to finish drawings of four different horses by the time the door opens again. My body goes stiff when I hear it creak. Please, don’t let it be my father. Please, don’t let us get in trouble.

It’s not. It’s the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. She has long dark hair that hangs halfway down her back, and she’s wearing a pale blue dress that matches her eyes. “What are you doing in here, sweetheart?” she asks the boy.

“How did you find me, Mom?”

She smiles, and it looks like she came out of a magazine. “I asked the cook, of course.”

She turns toward me. “And who’s this?”

“This is my friend,” the boy says, and my cheeks get hot again.

I’ve never really had a friend. Does he mean it?

“Nice to meet you.” The woman extends her delicate white gloves hand to me and I shake hers in mine. “You look very pretty in your dress. Don’t you think so, darling?”

The boy clears his throat, dropping his eyes to the carpet. “Yes. She’s very pretty.”

My heart skips a beat and my belly falls out through my toes.

“I’m sorry to break up the party,” the pretty woman says. “But we have to go. I have an early day on set tomorrow.”

The boy frowns, his lips twisting into a halfway scowl. “Do we have to?”

“Yes, I’m sorry, sweetheart. I’m sure you’ll see your friend again soon.”

The boy turns to me. “I wish I could stay longer.”

“Me too,” I murmur.

The boy takes his mother’s hand and they walk away.

My good mood pops like a balloon. This is the best night I can remember in a long time…maybe ever. For once, I got to be with someone who didn’t know I was sick. He didn’t treat me differently from anyone else, and he thought I was pretty and a good artist and he called me his friend.

If I’m extra good, maybe my father will be bring me to the next party and I’ll get to see him again.

Footsteps thud down the hall, and the boy is in the doorway again.

I scramble to my feet.

“Hey,” he says, sounding a little winded. “I didn’t say goodbye.”

My heart pounds in my chest, but for once, it doesn't scare me. For once, it doesn't feel like a warning.

It feels like this is how it's supposed to beat—like maybe my heart knows something I don't.

“Oh.” I try to hide my frown. “Goodbye.”

He strides toward me and extends his hand, pinky out. “Pinky swear you’ll come to the next party?” he asks.

I wish I could promise that, but I have so many appointments at the hospital, and I know my father doesn’t like to bring me to many of these if he can help it.

But I can’t disappoint the boy by telling him that. “Okay.”

Our pinkies link, and it feels like static electricity, but a thousand times stronger. My toes curl and my chest gets prickly.

“I promise I’ll try.”

He pulls away and gives me a shy smile. “Okay. Bye.”

He jogs to the door and back to meet his mother. Even though it means my dad might catch me, I can't resist following just for a minute.

I poke my head out the door and watch as the boy and his mother join a tall man in a suit. He wraps his arm around the boy's mother and kisses her cheek softly, like she's the most precious thing in the world.

She whispers something to him and he chuckles before rustling the hair on the boy's head and guiding them all into the entrance hall. A real family. The kind I used to draw in my notebooks before I learned they weren't real.

But this one is.

This boy has parents who love each other, who love him, and suddenly I want that so badly it hurts.

I wonder if he knows how lucky he is. I wonder if someday, someone will look at me the way his father looks at his mother.

Probably not. Girls like me don't get fairy tale endings or forevers.

My throat burns when they vanish around the corner, and I’m not sure if I’ll ever see the boy again.

Oh no!

He didn’t tell me his name.

I step out the door to rush after them, but stop.

If I’m caught, my father will never bring me back here. So, instead, I shut the door and clench my fists. I hide the tray of sweets under a table in the corner and clench my fists as I go back to my notebook lying against the carpet.

I flip to a new page and try to draw the boy, just as I remember him. I don’t want to forget his face. It takes me a while to get it right, the way his mouth looks serious even when he smiles, the way his eyes are light under dark lashes.

When I’m done drawing him, I draw myself next to him.

Then, even though it’s stupid, I add a veil to my dress, and little band on my finger.
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JAMES


“Is that really him?”

“It has to be! He’s wearing the same tie he had on at the premiere of Deadly Love.”

The two women don’t bother to keep their voices down, despite the fact that I’m sitting two tables away from them.

“You’re such a stalker. You memorized his outfits?” one says.

“No, but there were pictures of him and Anne Hathaway everywhere,” the other replies. “I’m not going to forget an outfit I saw in a zillion magazines. Do you think I should go over there?”

“You have to. He’s there by himself. Maybe he wants company.”

My lips firm into a frown. When I’m in public, a certain amount of attention is unavoidable, but I can’t afford an interruption for the meeting I’m about to have. Especially not of the sort they’re suggesting.

I signal to the server lingering several feet away from me. He hurries to my side, shooting me a blinding white smile that screams “aspiring actor.” I grit my teeth and hope he’s not planning to pitch himself for my next Sequel Original.

“How may I help you, Mr. Keller?” he asks.

I tilt my head toward the young women behind me, who are openly taking photos of me on their smartphones like I’m a zoo animal. “Relocate them, please.”

“Right away, sir,” he says brightly.

The server might have dreams of acting, but he still works for the Ritz, and he’s been trained well. I half-listen as he smoothly offers the girls an open table closer to the fireplace, a coveted spot for social media photos. They coo in excitement, seeming only a little disappointed that they’ll need to move to the opposite side of the restaurant.

I give him an approving nod. I might not be asking for his headshot, but he’s earned a very generous tip.

Ordinarily, I wouldn’t take a meeting here, a public place outside of my control. I might put up A-list clients at this luxury hotel, but I rarely come here myself. Still, I wanted to have this first meeting on neutral ground, not in my office or apartment. This seemed like a safe choice.

“Sorry I’m late.” A melodic voice carries over my shoulder. It’s immediately followed by a blur of auburn and deep blue as a tall woman pulls out the chair opposite me, smoothly slips out of her black wool trench coat, and falls into the seat.

I push to my feet to take her coat or help with her chair, but she’s already seated and the waiter is already here taking her coat.

She seems to barely register me as she removes her leather gloves and folds one leg over the other beneath the skirt of her high-necked dress. The shade of indigo plays off the copper tones in her hair in a way that would capture beautifully on film

I clear my throat as she orders herself a decaf cappuccino.

So, this is Maura Matthews.

The woman who, after today, will potentially become my fiancée.

I recognize her from the few photos that her father provided, though none of them were high quality. She always seemed to be turning away from the camera, distracted by something. Some of the photos even looked doctored.

There aren’t many to be found of her online, either. She has no social media presence, and Victor told me she prefers to live a private life, away from the press. I can’t blame her—if I could disappear from the public and still run my company effectively, I would.

But it did make me wonder if the photos I did find were the product of some very good AI generation, and maybe she wasn’t the great beauty her father described at all.

I can see now that the pouty lips, upturned brown eyes, and pin-straight hair are all the same as her photos, though in three dimensions, I can see that video would do her favors photos never could.

She’s beautiful, not that it matters for my purposes.

Once the waiter has left, I clear my throat.

“Thank you for coming.”

Her head tilts to the side when her eyes finally meet mine, like she’s examining me. Her gaze roams over my eyes, nose, and eventually, to my mouth. I say nothing and let her look her fill.

“Well, you do look just like your pictures,” she says finally.

I raise a brow. “Is that good or bad?”

She laughs, a low, warm sound. “Don’t fish for compliments. You know what you look like.”

Now, it’s my turn to be curious.

Does she find me attractive, then? That would make this easier.

Maura sits back in her seat, folding her arms, but lifting one to indicate the upper-class cafe and wine bar. “So, do you come here a lot?”

“No.”

When I don’t elaborate, she raises her brows.

“I thought we should meet in a neutral location, somewhere we wouldn’t run into our friends.”

“Ah. You mean Brinley and the gang of miscreant assholes you hang out with. Her words, not mine,” she adds.

I nod. It took me until a few days ago to put the pieces together and realize that Brinley Windsor, my friend Luke’s sister, is close with Maura. Good news, as far as I’m concerned. My marriage to Maura might be a business arrangement, but it would obviously be ideal for us to get along reasonably well. If our social circles overlap, we’ll at least have one thing to talk about—even if Brinley does despise me and my friends, her own brother included.

“Did they tell you anything about me?” Maura blurts. “Your friends, I mean.”

“They don’t know about us.” I did explain the arrangement to Ryan, one of my friends, but I didn’t press him for information on Maura herself.

She brushes a strand of hair behind her ear. “It’s weird, isn’t it? Figuring out how to tell people about our situation. There’s not exactly a Hallmark card that says ‘I’m contractually marrying a stranger.’”

“We should petition to have one made.”

Her lips tilt into something that’s almost a smile. When the server approaches with Maura’s drink, we both stay silent until he’s out of earshot.

“I keep trying to come up with a way to tell Brinley. But I can’t think of a version of that conversation where she doesn’t tell me this is a terrible idea. I mean, it is a terrible idea.”

My stomach twists. Part of me wondered whether Maura wanted this contract or if she just wanted to please her father. This is the entire reason I requested this meeting, much to Victor’s annoyance. I need to know if she’s chosen this or if it was chosen for her.

The tabloids and gossip blogs already call me ‘the villain’, but I’m not a total monster. This contract isn’t just for a marriage. It requires me to put a baby in this woman within a year of taking our vows or the deal that will get me 50 percent of her father’s company is out the window.

Either she convinces me this is what she wants, or I walk out of here the same way I came in: the owner of the largest streaming service in this country, disgustingly wealthy, and terminally single.

Not a bad life.

But it could be better. Bigger.

If she says yes.

I meet her eyes. They’re lighter than I thought at first—like tea with a splash of milk. “If you think it’s a terrible idea, we can end this arrangement now. No questions asked.”

Her lips part. “But—why? Am I really that different from what you expected?”

My brow furrows. “No.”

“There must be something about me,” she presses. “Something that made you change your mind. What is it?”

“Nothing. There’s nothing objectionable about you.”

She’s misunderstanding me. I lean forward, resting my forearms on the table. “In fact, you’re altogether different from what I thought you’d be, but not in a bad way whatsoever.”

It’s not just her beauty, which is a perk I didn’t think I’d get, but her bearing. She’s full of contradictions. Blunt questions, asked in a melodic voice that speaks of diction classes. Tailored designer clothing and paint-stained hands. She’s chaos wrapped in elegance—something adjacent to the icy society princess I expected.

It makes me wary.

As a rule, I avoid unpredictable elements—I don’t need people around me who throw wrenches in my plans. But something about her intrigues me. For once, I don’t want to cut a meeting short, which might be a good sign. If we get married, we’ll have to spend years together. My wife should be someone I can spend more than five minutes with in a café.

Maura leans forward, mimicking my position as she fixes me with a determined gaze. “This isn’t a love match, Keller. If you’re not attracted to me, or if you think we wouldn’t fit for some reason, I’d rather just know instead of having to guess.”

“I am being frank. I have no objections.”

She blinks at me, her confusion transforming into understanding. “You’re worried about me. You thought my father pressured me into this.”

“Didn’t he?”

“No. I chose this. It’s what I want.”

“Not many women would choose to give up romance.”

“Trust me. I’m not the least bit interested in romance, let alone a traditional marriage. I never have been. I deliberately chose to be alone, even before Victor cooked up this marriage merger.”

I twist my coffee cup in my hand as I consider. I have no doubt other men pursued her. If she’s single, I do believe it’s because she chose it. Still, she might only be marrying me to appease her father. She might tire of the arrangement in a few months, once she realizes I’m not a kind or thoughtful man—or worse, after she’s already pregnant with my child.

Maura sighs loudly, like she can already tell what I’m thinking. “I want this,” she says bluntly. “It might have been my father’s idea, but it fits my needs.”

“Which are?”

“A baby. Financial security. Freedom from my father.” She ticks off each point on her fingers. “My father is a controlling bastard, and I’m tired of living under his thumb. “

My jaw clenches. The words “controlling bastard” have been used to describe me, too. Maura would just be trading one villain for another.

“Victor wouldn’t hear of me getting my own job,” she continues. “Whenever I got an interview somewhere, they’d conveniently decide to go in another direction. A direction he pointed them in. He needed me to give him a male heir for his company, so he kept me where he could watch my every move. He made sure I only socialized with people he approved of, and only made plans that he agreed with. I’ve been living in his building, under his supervision, for far too long. I won’t be free of him until I don’t need his money anymore. You’re my escape route.”

“If you want to work, you’re welcome to,” I assure her. “I don’t expect to control or change your schedule in any way.”

“And if I don’t want to work?” she throws back.

“Then my money is your money.”

“Good.” She gives me a small smile. “I promise not to be an expensive wife, but I don’t need you going over my credit card statements with a fine-tooth comb, either.”

“I don’t care if you’re expensive. If we do this, all your needs will be met.”

She nods.

“And the matter of the child? You are aware this contract contains a clause that requires me to⁠—”

“Yes, I know,” she interrupts, shifting in her seat. “I also agreed to that of my own volition. I want a baby. I always have. I’ve dreamed of being a mother since I was still a child. This arrangement gives me everything I need without forcing me to give something I don’t want to share.”

I frown. Does she mean her heart?

At least she won’t fault me for not having one to give her in return.

It’s…kind of perfect.

And I appreciate her candor—I’ve never had a conversation this frank about money with a woman before. That’s exactly why a contract marriage is the only kind that makes sense for me. Emotions are what make it difficult to control yourself. If our relationship is built on agreed rules and mutual respect, there’s no reason I can’t be a decent partner in our shared household.

“Oh my god, that’s crazy!” a high-pitched voice squeals.

I look over my shoulder, expecting to see a reporter or some influencer with a phone. Instead, all I see are the two girls huddling together over a phone as they walk through the cafe toward the restroom, laughing at some video. My shoulders lower slightly.

When I look back at Maura, her eyes are on the girls, too. “They’re not watching us,” she affirms. “But they could have been. There’s going to be public interest in our relationship, with you being who you are and all. Billionaire bachelor, et cetera.”

I grunt, nodding.

“I assume you don’t want to announce to the world that this is a contract marriage,” she goes on. “Neither do I, but there’s going to be a certain amount of PDA if we expect people to believe this is real. I don’t want to pressure you, but are you okay with that?”

“Within reason.”

Her eyes glint with mischief. “What’s ‘within reason’ to you?”

“We could hold hands.” It feels absurd to say it out loud, like we’re two children talking about how to play pretend.

“Sure. Maybe we could even hug sometimes.”

“When the situation calls for it.”

“Of course,” she says with faux seriousness. “Only under the most appropriate conditions.”

She’s mocking me. I don’t mind—she could hardly say worse to me than my “miscreant asshole” friends.

I narrow my gaze, swirling the remnants of the coffee in my mug. “We might kiss, occasionally.”

As she picks up her coffee, I add, “And if the paparazzi noticed you having trouble walking the morning after the wedding, they could assume certain acts took place.”

Maura coughs on her drink. “Those ‘acts’ will only happen during the right week of my fertility schedule. And I’d like to keep the use of my legs, thanks.”

Truthfully, I’d never allow the press to speculate about what I do with my wife, but it’s gratifying to see the way her cheeks turn pink at the thought.

Just because we’ll be having sex purely for procreation doesn’t mean we can’t enjoy it.

I clear my throat. “I’ve brought a copy of the contract, if you want to review it before the final meeting with the lawyers.”

“I’ve already read it,” she says simply. “I have my own conditions to add before I sign, if that’s alright?”

My brows raise. That’s a pleasant surprise—not just that she read the contract, but that she has changes. She has the right to ask for something for herself. I only hope it’s nothing sentimental.

“By all means,” I say, waving my hand.

“Right now, I work from my art studio at home. I’d like to continue that. I want a dedicated space in our home for me to paint in.”

She paints—that explains the stain I saw on her hands when she removed her gloves. It’s an easy enough request. My apartment is the largest in the building, a two-story penthouse.

“I’ll have a space cleared for you. I just ask that any paint-related mess stay inside the studio.”

Her lips quirk in a smile. “Neat freak, huh?”

“A bit.”

She looks down and takes a breath. “I’d also like to ask that you don’t sleep with anyone else while we’re married. Whether or not it’s real, I want exclusivity.”

“That won’t be a problem.” I already planned on that, even though I’ve never felt the need for monogamy. The issue is that if I slept with another woman, it’d be too easy for her or them to sell the story to a reporter.

I remember how crazy the press was around my parents. They were tabloid catnip—the glamorous actress and the wealthy, suave entertainment scion.

Sometimes I wonder if I'll ever have what they had. Not the fame or the money—I've got plenty of both—but the way they looked at each other. Like they'd found exactly where they belonged.

I remember being a kid, bored at some gala, and coming back to find my parents slow-dancing in a corner even though there was no music playing. My mother laughed and said, “We make our own music, sweetheart.”

I didn't understand it then. I'm not sure I understand it now. But I think about it more often than I'd admit.

The magazines never talked about that part, though.

Even though every other detail of their life seemed to end up emblazoned in the headlines, from their extravagant vacations to their small, ordinary arguments. Once, when they disagreed about whether to buy me a new bike I wanted at a toy store, the press turned it into an all-out battle over whether Mom was spoiling me rotten. The paparazzi photos managed to make something innocent look nasty.

If the press could do that with an argument, they’d have a field day if they found out I cheated on my wife. I know how disappointed my parents would be if I humiliated Maura that way.

She tilts her head, looking at me skeptically. “You sure exclusivity will be that easy?”

I nod tightly.

“It’s just…I don’t know how easy it’ll be for you. I’ve read about your…appetites.”

“You read about what?” I echo.

“The article in the Toronto Tea.” Her cheeks flush slightly. “The one that said a woman who spent the weekend with you had to be sent to the ER for dehydration. And that threesome you had with those two actresses?”

I resist rolling my eyes. Reading that trash gossip blog is the first red flag I’ve seen from Maura. “Don’t believe everything you read. I can promise you exclusivity, Maura.”

Granted, it’ll be challenging to limit sex to one week a month, purely for conception, as specified in the contract. I expect I’ll be spending a lot of time with my own hand in the shower.

It’ll be worth it to grow the company to new heights.

“Okay.” Maura looks down again. “There’s just one more thing…”

She trails off, and for a moment we sit in silence. A bartender mixes a pitcher of bloody marys at the bar. A loud, chattering family walks through the lobby, the mother fussing with her children’s coats.

“Tell me,” I urge her, finally. “Nothing you want is wrong, Maura—just negotiable.”

She looks back at me, her gaze full of resolve.

“I will not bring a child into the world with a man who intends to be an absent father,” she declares. “I know better than to expect any love between us, but you will love our child. They didn’t choose a contract relationship, so they deserve a present, loving father—unlike my own. Not holiday-only, not just for cameras. If anything happens to me, James, you have to make sure our child is raised in a warm, loving environment. If you can’t agree to that, there’s no deal.”

She folds her hands on the table and waits as my mind reels. Whatever I expected, it wasn’t that.

If I’m honest, I hadn’t thought far enough ahead to what it would be like when the child arrived. I only thought as far as signing the contract. Maura was the opposite. She’s thinking so far ahead that she’s imagining hypothetical situations that wouldn’t occur until years down the line.

It makes sense, though. I take for granted my own upbringing, with loving parents who never made me feel anything less than cherished. No wonder Maura, who had to grow up with a cold, work-obsessed businessman like Victor as her parent, has given it more thought. Victor mentioned that her mother died when she was young. Her life must have been a series of silent dinners, awkward holidays, and recitals with nobody clapping for her in the audience.

Her caramel eyes penetrate me, demanding an answer. An honest one.

I have no more confidence that I’ll be a good father than I do that I’ll be a good husband. All I know is that if I have a child, I owe them more than just my name.

I nod. “I’m not sure I can meet your expectations perfectly, but I do intend to try.”

Whether Maura believes me or not, I do mean it. She sucks her pouty lower lip between her teeth, considering.

“Good enough,” she says after a long moment. “That’s it. That’s all I wanted.”

I reach toward my briefcase. “Do you want your conditions in writing?”

“No. I wanted your word, not the lawyers’. Anyway, I’m the one you have to live with if you break it, and I can be very difficult.”

“I find that hard to believe,” I say dryly.

“See? You're already underestimating me. This marriage is off to a great start.” Her smile is equal parts teasing and cutting.

More contradictions. She wants money, but only so it can buy her freedom. She’s serious yet playful, wary of my intentions yet willing to trust me. There’s a fire to her that I’m not quite sure how to handle, but it seems like I’ll have time to figure it out

We both stand in an unspoken agreement that there’s no more to be said. Clearing my throat, I extend my hand to Maura. “It was nice meeting you.”

Her eyes drop to my hand. Instead of taking it, she grabs my suit lapels and yanks me down toward her, so her pouty lips are inches from mine.

I go still as she dips her face to the right and her full lips press against my jaw, a soft caress that sends an unwelcome spark through my veins.

“Optics, remember?” Maura whispers, and when she releases me, a shiver rolls over my back. “People are watching, and by tomorrow, we’ll be engaged.”

I swallow, and she pats my chest.

“See you soon, fiancée.”
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MAURA


“Any signs of fluid retention?”

“No.”

“Any side effects from your medications?”

“No.”

No, no, no. It feels like I’ve just been repeating the word for the past half-hour. A bored actress parroting her lines. That’s what all my appointments with Dr. Markovic are like now. At least this scene is almost over.

I cross my legs, and the shift makes the paper on the exam table crinkle. When I sigh, I inhale the familiar scent of antiseptic cleaner.

“Any changes in your sleep or appetite?” the doctor asks.

“No.”

He makes a mark on my chart, his gray hair shining under the fluorescent lights. I wonder if he uses Rogaine, or if he just has crazy good genetics. He went gray early, like Clooney, and besides the gray, the only marker that he’s aged at all over the past twenty years since I became his patient are the slightly deeper laugh lines around his mouth.

“Any new stress at work?”

“No.”

“What about in your personal life?”

“No.”

Dr. Markovic sighs theatrically. “You’re old enough not to lie to your doctors.”

“I’m not lying.”

He cocks his head to the side. “Really? There’s nothing stressful about planning a wedding?”

I frown. “How’d you know I’m getting married?”

As soon as the sentence leaves my mouth, I know the answer. My father. I roll my eyes so hard, it’s a miracle they don’t fall right out of their sockets. Dr. Markovic is his longtime golf buddy, and I’m sure my father loved dropping the fact that his daughter is now officially engaged to the most eligible bachelor on the continent. Dr. Markovic crosses his arms and gives me a stern look.

“We have to take any stressors seriously, Maura. Anxiety could trigger another cardiac event.”

“I’m not stressed.”

“Aren’t you? This all seems to be happening rather quickly. You didn’t even mention you were seeing anyone at your last appointment.”

It’s a testament to my father’s complete inability to trust another soul—even his friend of twenty years—that he didn’t tell Dr. Markovic the truth of the arrangement.

“Because I wasn’t then. Whirlwind romance, you know.” I smile brightly, putting on my best everything’s-fine-thanks face. Because everything is fine. My future husband seemed nice enough when I met him. He agreed to all my requests, and we’re on the same page that this is a business contract, nothing more. I’m not even planning the wedding. Dad’s team of assistants are organizing something elegant and small. I won’t have to lift a pinky.

The doctor doesn’t look convinced. “You’re sure there’s nothing wrong?”

“Positive.” My cheeks hurt from smiling so hard.

“You’ve been stable for a long time, Maura. Lots of patients in your situation, with open-heart surgery years behind them, let their habits slip. They miss their medication windows. They stop exercising and eating right. You have to remember that you’re stable, but fragile.”

“I know that,” I insist. “You’ve told me a million times. I’ll be lucky to see forty. I know. And I do take it seriously.”

“You do?” He fixes me with a penetrating look.

I glance up at the wall clock. In a few seconds, I’ll have been here for exactly half an hour. I don’t want to waste another minute getting lectured about my mortality, as if I don’t already live with it every day.

“Is that everything?” I ask, raising a brow.

“For now. I want to see you again in⁠—”

“Two months, yeah.” I hop off the exam table, tearing the paper covering in the process. “I’ll talk to Sherry and schedule my follow-up. See you then.”

I push open the door and stride out before he can come up with another intrusive question. I’ve answered enough of them for one day.

Sherry, the receptionist, schedules me for an early May appointment, and I’m finally free.

I managed to find a parking space for my van right outside the doctor’s office. Brinley calls it my Murder Van, since it’s big, white, and windowless. It’s also the most convenient way to haul large paintings around. Some of my clients ask for wall-sized murals, and I got tired of renting moving vans every time I had to deliver something. By now, I’m an expert at maneuvering it in and out of tight parallel parking spots.

The painting I’m hauling now isn’t too big, roughly a square meter. It’s a dreamy gold and pearl abstract with traces of turquoise. It reminds me of a sandy Caribbean beach without being too literal. When I finished it earlier this week, I knew I wanted to display it immediately. We’re still in the gray, thawing part of very early spring, and people need a reminder that there’s still warmth and brightness somewhere outside of Toronto.

After I double-check that the painting is securely strapped in, I hop up in the passenger seat and turn on the radio. VOILÀ is playing, and I can’t help but smile. When the chorus hits, I turn up the volume enough that my tone-deaf voice blends in with theirs.

This is what I needed after that damn appointment. Music and art have always done more to make me feel better than any medicine Dr. Markovic could ever prescribe. It’s a short drive to the Copper Cup, the bookstore and café my friend Brinley owns. I usually display a few pieces there, and I want to swap this new painting out for one of the old ones. I’m lucky she lets me hang whatever I want there, even though I’m sure there are plenty of more talented and popular artists who would happily use the space.

I score a parking spot right in front of the shop, and don’t worry that my parallel park is a bit crooked. Brinley hates my van, and as soon as she sees it, she’ll be telling me to get my ass back outside to move it up the road.

Walking into the Copper Cup, I inhale the tempting scents of coffee and fresh pastries. The food matches the cozy yet trendy vibe. Between the tall bookshelves pressed tightly together—every inch of available shelf space used up—the cluster of bistro tables in the back and the high-tops and lounge furniture in the front, it’s chaotic while still somehow managing to be cute.

My paintings hang on the wall behind the bistro tables and chairs.

Brinley’s washing mugs behind the café counter, her long brown hair pulled into its usual messy bun. When she sees me, and more importantly, my van through the front window, she puts her hands on her hips.

“No,” she snaps. “You move the Murder Van away from this building right now. I do not need customers thinking Ted Bundy shops here.”

“It’s just for a second,” I plead. “I’ve got a new painting, and I need your help carrying it inside.”

She sighs. “And you’ll move that eyesore down the block as soon as that’s done? It blocks the whole front of the store.”

I cross my heart. “Promise.”

“Fine.” She moves out from behind the cafe counter and points to the guy behind the bookshop register, wearing a shirt that says I Like Banned Books And I Cannot Lie. “Trevor, watch the place, okay?”

The color drains from Trevor’s face. “You’re leaving me by myself?”

“Maura and I are grabbing something from her car. We’ll be back in a minute.” When he still looks panicked, she sighs. “You’ll be fine, Trevor.”

He nods, his shoulders straightening at her affirmation.

“Student worker from the high school,” she mutters to me as we head toward the door. “He’s read probably half the books in here, but he’s terrified of speaking to customers.”

“Which makes him perfect for a customer service job.”

“Right?” Brinley plucks her coat from an antique wooden coatstand by the door and shrugs it on. “Well, let’s take a look at this art.”

Outside, I unlock the back of the van and open it up. Crawling inside, I unwrap the painting from the protective moving blanket it’s wrapped in and swivel it to show Brinley.

“Oh, Maura, it’s gorgeous.” She sighs. “I love the turquoise. How did you get it to look so vibrant?”

I shrug. “Blue agate. When it’s crushed, it actually gives a brighter hue than actual turquoise—at least, it has so far for me.”

We each pick up a corner of the painting, and together, we carry it back inside. It’s a little awkward since I’m considerably taller than Brinley, but we’ve done this enough times that we move together relatively seamlessly.

My chosen technique of grinding up different stones and minerals to create natural paint color, unfortunately, means that my paintings are heavier than most. I used to stubbornly carry them by myself anyway, but enough lectures about overexertion from Dr. Markovic eventually forced me to ask for help.

By the time we’ve set the painting down and leaned it against the counter, we’re both a little out of breath.

“So, which one are you replacing?” Brinley asks, gesturing to the three paintings on the wall.

I point at a rose-colored one. “That one, I think.”

“Aww, too bad. I liked that one.”

“You want it?”

Brinley chuckles. “Please. Like I could afford it.”

“Shut your mouth. I’d never let you pay for it.”

She shakes her head. “I couldn’t just take it.”

“Why not? I’m offering.”

“It’s too much, Maura.”

“You give me free display space here, and I’ve sold a bunch of paintings that way. It’s actually kind of rude that I haven’t given you a painting yet, if you think about it.”

“At least let me pay you something,” she whines. “I can swing a few hundred bucks.”

“Nope. Free, or nothing.” My paintings might not be masterpieces, but to the right clients, they can go for a thousand dollars or more. It would be silly to charge Brinley, though. It’s not like I’m going to need money, not after I’m married to a billionaire.

I only started selling my art at all in a vain attempt to get out from under my father’s thumb. I thought if I could make enough to sustain my lifestyle without him, I might finally feel free. But so far, I don’t even sell enough to afford my own health insurance.

“One final counter-negotiation,” Brinley says. “Let me make you a decaf honey latte. And as a bonus, I won’t make you move the Murder Van.”

I tap my chin. “You drive a hard bargain, but fine. I accept.”

“I really missed my calling in big business, didn’t I?” she jokes as she heads behind the bar to make my drink.

“It’s not too late to get into investment banking.”

I settle onto a barstool on the other side of the counter, feeling more at peace than I have all day. Brinley manages to do that somehow—to make me feel lighter, just by being her warm, quirky, quippy self. It’s no wonder I come by the Copper Cup so much. No matter how shitty my day’s going, I always leave feeling a little revitalized.

“Hey, Brinley!” Trevor calls from behind the cash register. “You still need me to watch the place?”

Brinley glances over the espresso machine at the few customers, browsing the bookshelves. “Why don’t you see if people need help finding anything?”

He blanches. “I’m sure they can find it themselves. The store is really well-organized.”

“You still have to ask them, Trevor.”

“Maybe I could clean the bathroom again instead?” he suggests hopefully, and Brinley sighs.

“Look, Trevor, you’re going to have to talk to people. It’s part of the job.”

He looks down at the floor. “It’s hard, though.”

“I know it makes you anxious, but the only way you’re going to get over it is to push yourself.”

“Maybe I’m not right for this job.” He rubs his neck with his hand, looking defeated. “I think I should ask the guidance counsellor for a different co-op placement.”

Brinley’s mouth opens, and I’m prepared to hear one of her usual sarcastic quips. She shuts her mouth, though, and I watch as she swallows her retort and puts on a supportive smile.

“You are right for this. You know the inventory here like the back of your hand, and you’re smart, funny, and polite.”

Trevor looks up at her, stunned but pleased.

“Now, you’re going to start by going and asking that nice-looking lady in the cookbook section if you can help her find anything. She’s going to either say no or ask you where to find a book. That’s it. If she’s mean to you for any reason, I’ll ban her from the store, okay?”

“Okay.” He blushes and kicks at a scuff on the floor. “I-I guess I’ll try..”

Trevor shuffles over to the cookbooks.

I grin. “That kid totally has a crush on you.”

“Trevor is not crushing on me.”

“He totally is, Brin. I’ve never seen a boy blush such a pretty shade of pink.”

“You know what the sad part is? That would make him the first guy actually interested in dating me in like a year,” she groans. “And he’s an eighteen-year-old who’s scared of his own shadow. Tell me you’re doing better in the romance department than I am.”

I hesitate. For once, I actually have an interesting answer to that question. I’m engaged—or I will be, once I officially sign the paperwork in a few days. It should be a no-brainer to tell one of my closest friends, but I can’t quite figure out how. It’s like I told James—the situation itself is so weird, it’s hard to put into words.

Besides, I can’t imagine Brinley buying the idea of a contract marriage, let alone a baby. If I tell her, I’ll be inviting her mile-long list of every reason marrying James is a bad idea. I’m not in the mood to hear it right now, especially since I’m feeling confident in my decision.

It takes me too long to answer, and Brinley’s eyes widen behind her glasses. “Oh my god, you’re in love.”

“No way,” I snort. “Absolutely not.”

“Well, something’s happened! You were sitting there thinking way too long. Something’s up. Come on, tell me, please. I need the tea.”

I know I won’t make it out of this conversation without telling her something. When it comes to mysteries, Brinley’s like a dog with a bone. “Fine. There have been some recent developments in my love life, but I’m not totally ready to talk about them yet.”

She opens her mouth to argue, then shuts it. “Fair enough. It’s not like I don’t have a few secrets of my own.”

I tap my chin. “Let me guess. You’re actually Lois Lane, and you’ve just discovered Superman’s secret identity?”

“Something like that.” She laughs. Her eyes shift away from mine, and her genuine smile shifts into an overly bright one. “Hi! Can I help you?”

I turn to see the woman from the cookbook section standing just over my shoulder. “Do you have any French cookbooks here?” she asks.

Brinley’s customer service smile looks strained as she shoots a sidelong glance at Trevor, who’s slumped against the wall, apparently too scared to intervene. “We have a few great French cookbooks! Let me help you find them.”

She goes to help the customer, and I grab my latte to browse some books. Between helping out the customer and lecturing Trevor, I’m guessing Brinley’s going to be a while.

I leaf through some of the new releases on the table in the front, mentally flagging a nonfiction book about art heists that seems fun. After a few minutes, I find myself meandering over to the children’s section. I guess that’s not too surprising, considering that children are on my mind.

Namely, the fact that this contract means I’ll be trying to have one of my own.

I smile when I find a copy of Little Women, the same edition I had growing up, showing Meg, Beth, Amy, and Jo huddled around Marmee, reading a letter. Of course, the Copper Cup copy is brand new, not well-thumbed and creased like the one on my bookshelf at home.

I pull out the book, flipping through the pages, stopping at the occasional black ink illustrations of scenes. I must have read the conversation between Jo and Marmee, when Jo felt guilty after Amy fell into the lake, a hundred times. I always wondered if I would have had that kind of relationship with my mother if she’d lived long enough. Someone to listen to me when I felt angry or guilty, to talk me through it, and admit her own faults—something Dad would absolutely never do.

I might never get to feel that kind of love—but I could still give it. I can make sure my own baby feels cherished and cared for, the way I never did. I know it’s selfish to have a child when I won’t live long enough to see them grow up, graduate college, and get married. Still, it’s a dream I’ve never been able to give up.

Now, with this contract, I finally have a way for it to come true.

I can give them enough warm memories to last a lifetime.

“Excuse me,” a small voice says next to me.

I look down at a little girl with her black curly hair gathered into pigtails. She’s pointing to the bookshelf in front of me, at some book series bound in purple. She’s so adorable, it makes my heart swell.

For a moment, I'm transported back to another time—a storage room near a kitchen, a boy in a too-perfect suit, a tray of smuggled cake. I was about her age when I met him. The only person at any of my father's galas who ever treated me like I was worth talking to.

I wonder sometimes where that boy ended up. If he grew into a man who still explored rooms he wasn't supposed to be in. If he found someone to love the way his parents loved each other—that soft, easy affection I glimpsed when his mother came to collect him.

I step back so she can reach her book. “Sorry.”

Her eyes dart up to me for a second, then she looks back down again shyly. She grabs the book off the shelf and darts over to her mother, standing at the end of the aisle. The mother smiles and nods at me before leading her daughter off to the register.

Will that be me, soon?

Will I live long enough to have my own little girl who loves reading, who I can bring to the Copper Cup to buy her a book as a treat?

Yes. Yes, I will.

Some irrational part of me is convinced that if I have a baby, my heart will hold on longer. The love I’d feel for my little person would tether my body to this earth a little longer, just so I could watch them grow.

I know that’s not how my condition works. Eventually, my fragile heart will give out, exhausted from keeping me going this long. Before that happens, though, I can give my baby the best possible start in life.

From James, they’ll get financial security. That means they won’t need Victor’s money, because I have no intention of letting my father groom my baby into the heir of Pages. Secretly, I hope the baby’s a girl, so he won’t even be tempted. Outdated patriarchal asshole that he is, he would never consider a woman for CEO—lucky for me, or I’d have spent my entire childhood being tutored in economics.

And from me, my baby will get so much love, it’ll last them long after I’m gone.

When I die, I’ll know I’m leaving a small, living piece of myself behind.

I grab the copy of Little Women off the shelf. I think I'll buy it and hold onto it, for the day when I find the right little girl to give it to.

My phone buzzes. A text from my father.

Victor Matthews


The contract signing is tomorrow. Don't be late.




Tomorrow. In twenty-four hours, I'll be engaged to a man I've met exactly once.

I hope I'm not making the biggest mistake of my life.
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JAMES


“Well, let’s get this done,” Victor says, sliding into a chair in my personal conference room. “Where do I sign?”

It’s a familiar sight, the impatient executive ready to finish with the formalities. It adds an air of normalcy to what would otherwise feel like a surreal meeting.

On my side of the conference table, I’m flanked by two men. Rudy, the head of Sequel’s legal team, sits at my left side, ready to consult on any last minute changes about the collaboration between Pages and Sequel. On my right is Jack Archer, my personal lawyer. If you didn’t know better, this would look like any other merger.

Jack clears his throat. “Before we get started, I’d like to walk through the most pertinent details a final time.”

Victor grunts, crossing his arms and looking bored. His obvious displeasure doesn’t phase Jack, who puts on a pair of reading glasses and opens his copy of the contract.

“If you go to page three, you’ll find the timeline for the heir clause,” he says. We all turn to the page, reading along, even though I’ve got it practically memorized by now. “After Miss Matthews and Mr. Keller are wed, they will begin attempts to conceive an heir. If after six months they are not successful, they will seek medical intervention. If an heir is not conceived by a year, then both contracts—the marriage contract and the business contract—will be null and void. Is that still agreed to by both parties?”

Victor and I both nod, and Jack gives us a cool glance.

“I’ll need your verbal consent.”

My “yes” is quickly followed by Victor’s. It doesn’t escape me how eerily similar this feels to wedding vows.

Jack flips forward several pages. “If we move to page eleven, I’d like to point to the new addition to the Nondisclosure Agreement. If the nature of this marriage contract becomes public, whichever party responsible for the leak will be liable to a fine of $100 million.”

For the first time, Victor looks engaged, his eyes narrowing. “$100 million? That’s extortion!”

“After consultation with both of your public relations teams, they agreed that the payment would need to be high enough to cause significant damage, and considering both of your net worths, this is the number they arrived at.”

Victor turns on his lawyer. “Why didn’t you tell me this?”

“I did!” his lawyer squeaks. The man is thin and tall, even taller than me, but he still cowers under Victor’s red-faced fury. “I mentioned it, sir.”

“Surely, you understand the risk if news of this contract leaks,” Jack says coolly. “It would cause irreparable damage to the reputations of both your companies. Even though your daughter is fully onboard with the agreement, even the hint of a forced pregnancy could cost you even more than the fine. This is just a precaution.”

Victor turns back to his slumping lawyer. “And you think this is smart?”

“Yes, sir,” he squeaks. “We all did. The entire legal team.”

Victor settles back into his chair and sighs. “Well, I guess that’s what I pay you for. Fine. Keep the damn clause. We won’t be breaking it on my side.”

“Good,” Jack says. “Miss Matthews has already signed the paperwork for the marriage contract. Mr. Matthews, you’re next.”

He slides the contract over the table, along with a Montblanc pen. Victor grabs it and starts turning through the pages, initialing at his flags. While he’s busy, Jack turns to me.

“Can I speak to you for a moment, in your office?” he murmurs.

My brow furrows. Whatever he wants to say, it can’t be good. “Sure.”

We excuse ourselves and make our way next door to my office. The white and steel gray painting behind my desk echoes the cloudy spring sky visible in the wall-to-wall windows.

Jack turns to me, a frown on his handsome face. It’s eerie seeing that frown on a face that looks so much like his son’s. Ryan doesn’t have a serious bone in his body, except when it comes to his girlfriend, Pippa.

I thought about firing Jack when he and Ryan severed ties. They’ve never exactly gotten along, but when Jack wouldn’t accept Ryan dating his stepdaughter, they completely stopped talking. When I asked Ryan, though, he just grunted. “As long as you never mention his name to me, I don’t give a shit if you fire him or not.”

Now, I’m glad I didn’t. It’s a relief to have Jack be the one managing this contract, a man I’ve known since I was a child, the man who was my parents’ lawyer, too. I don’t have to second-guess if he’s looking out for my best interests.

“I have to ask,” Jack says. “Are you sure you want this?”

“Of course. It’s more than worth it. The partnership with Pages will make Sequel bigger than I ever imagined—bigger than my parents even imagined.”

I get a lot of credit for founding Sequel, but really, it was my parents’ idea. They dreamed up the idea of a massive entertainment library that anyone could access at a reasonable price. Mom wanted small independent films to be available everywhere, not just in big city theaters, and Dad envisioned a company where he could greenlight big, ambitious projects without being under advertisers’ thumbs. They discussed the idea and how to make it happen over countless dinners. All I did was take their ideas and build it on the Internet.

My parents might be gone, but their dreams live on in Sequel. And it’s about to break through one last ceiling, reaching an even bigger audience.

Jack puts a hand on his shoulder. “I know your parents would be proud of what you built, James. If Sequel never got any bigger, they’d still be proud.”

“I know.” Mom and Dad would be thrilled with the Pages collaboration, though. That’s the kind of expansion they dreamed about. I can picture them, Mom giggling while Dad opens a bottle of champagne and pours too much in the glasses, like he always did.

Jack’s expression softens. “Don’t you think they’d care how you expanded Sequel?”

I swallow. The truth is that they’d be shocked and appalled by the contract, and worse, disappointed. Mom and Dad loved each other so deeply, they wouldn’t be able to imagine a marriage without love.

Then again, I’m not the type to fall in love at first sight. There’s a coldness to me my parents never had, a sense of ruthless pragmatism. I don’t believe there’s some soulmate out there for me, a perfect woman I’ll find if I just keep looking. Maura’s a good woman, and our marriage will make Sequel better. That’s all that matters.

“I’m sure, Jack.” I pull away from him, and the hand on my shoulder falls back to his side. Without another word, I stroll back to the conference room.

“What was that about?” Victor thunders when I push open the door. “Second thoughts?”

“No,” I say firmly, reaching for the pen. “I’m ready.”

Leaning over the contract, I sign the first field, marked with a white sticky-note. I move through slowly, signing each field on the marriage contract, my signature coming below Victor’s and Maura’s. Hers is signed in green ink, a rounded looping script that reminds me of calligraphy. It suddenly occurs to me how strange it is that she isn’t here. That she would send her signature instead of coming herself.

I sign the final field on the marriage contract, then shift my attention to the contract addressing the business merger. Victor crosses his arms, pleased.

“When I realized I was stuck with a daughter, I thought my legacy was dead,” he says, preening. “Fortunately, she turned out to be valuable, after all. She’ll be a good wife, and she’ll make a handsome son for you.”

I grit my teeth, instinctively wanting to snap at him for his casual chauvinism. I might not know Maura well, but it was obvious even from our first meeting that she’s intelligent and determined. I’m sure that if Victor actually spent time training her, she would be a more than worthy successor to his empire.

Then again, it’s probably better that she wasn’t forced to take on the role. If my parents had tried to shove me into their business from my toddler years, I probably would have resented them for it. No, Maura’s lucky that Victor overlooked her.

I sign the final field and hand the contract to Jack. “Done.”

“Well, I better be off,” Victor says. “Pages is launching a new YA series next week, and we’re in full PR mode. I think we’ve got the next Hunger Games on our hands—which means Sequel has first rights to adapt it.”

“Excellent,” Rudy, the Sequel lawyer, says. “We’ll schedule a meeting about rights after the wedding.”

The other men shake hands before they file out, leaving me to go about my day. Like I haven’t just signed a paper that will change my entire life.
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JAMES


“So, did you find out you have a long-lost sister?” Beau asks. “Or did some great-aunt show die and leave you a haunted mansion?”

Ignoring him, I focus on the cards in my hand, a nine and a jack off-suit. Promising, but I like to play conservatively early in the night. Later, when the others are drunker, is the time to take risks.

We’re all seated around a poker table on our building’s third floor. Dozens of empty velvet-covered tables stand around us, sitting ready for the next tournament Ryan hosts. The bar is fully stocked, and Beau texts servers in his restaurant downstairs if anyone gets hungry.

“Can’t be a long-lost relative,” Luke says. “James is worth so much money, they would have come out of the woodworks a long time ago to try and get some Sequel cash. No, the big secret has to be a business thing. Maybe Sequel is getting into AI or robots or something.”

“It has to be personal,” Nate points out. “Otherwise, why would there be a honeymoon involved?”

I narrow my eyes at them. I won’t dignify their theories with an answer.

Ever since Ryan announced to my friends that I had talked to Victor about a “honeymoon and an heir,” they’ve been hounding me to figure out exactly what he meant. Our biweekly poker nights have turned into insane interrogations, and every one of their guesses has been more outlandish than the last. Beau even started talking about aliens last week, proving that they’ve officially lost the plot.

“I still think he seduced a married woman,” Luke says. “Her husband found out on their honeymoon.”

“So how does the heir play in?” Beau asks.

“Can I please just tell them, James?” Ryan groans from across the poker table. “We’ve only played four hands all night, they’ve been so busy coming up with bullshit theories.”

He has a point. I’ve already signed the paperwork, and the wedding is scheduled for late next week. I was planning to wait till the end of the night to tell the guys, so I wouldn't have to spend the entire night fielding their invasive questions. Since they won’t give up the subject, I might as well tell them now.

“Fine.” I sigh. “Sequel is about to enter a partnership with Pages for an app that lets you access movies, TV shows, and books, all on the same device. Sequel will also get the rights to produce their most popular books as movies.”

“Cool!” Luke claps me on the shoulder. “Congrats, man. That’s huge.”

Ryan clears his throat. “That’s not all.”

I narrow my eyes at him. There’s no need to rush me—I’m about to tell them everything. Ryan has been impatiently prodding me to share the news ever since he found out months ago. For a poker pro, he’s shit at keeping his hand close to the vest.

“There’s a personal element, too.” I gaze around the table at my friends’ curious faces. “The CEO of Pages wants a husband for his daughter, and an heir within a year.”

“So he picked…you,” Beau finishes, making it sound more like a question than a confirmation. I nod.

“Even though you’re not all that friendly, or open, or romantic,” Luke says. “No offense.”

I shrug. I’m not offended—what he said was accurate. “I don’t think Victor cares what I’m like as long as I give him the grandson he wants.”

“Nice guy,” Beau snorts. “Really looking after his daughter.”

“She wants it, too, though?” Nate asks.

I nod. “Yes.”

“You met her in real life and everything?” Beau asks.

“Yes. She’s friends with your sister, Luke. Her paintings are displayed at the Copper Cup.”

Luke shakes his head. “Damn. That just makes it stranger, somehow.”

“Well, congratulations,” Nate says, raising his glass of whiskey to me.

Everyone stares at him. “Really? Congratulations?” Ryan says, gaping.

Nate shrugs. “I think that’s what you’re supposed to say when your friend gets engaged.”

“You’re right,” Luke says. “We should have started with congratulations.”

“If this is what you want, I’m happy for you,” Beau says.

“Seriously?” Ryan sputters. “Getting married, fine, whatever. Nobody else thinks it’s messed up that James is contractually required to have a kid like now?”

“I mean, it’s weird,” Beau admits. “But it’s not like the kid is gonna show up tomorrow. Those things take a good nine months to cook.”

“What a charming description of the miracle of life,” Nate deadpans.

Beau laughs. “I’m just calling it like it is. James is basically speedrunning a billionaire legacy. Wait, what if he has twins?”

“Double speedrun!” Luke grins. “He’ll totally get them matching thoroughbred ponies. I can’t wait for you to get all the kiddie celebrities to come to their birthday parties.”

“Admit it, Ryan, you’d kill to be at a party with Ms. Rachel and Peppa Pig,” Beau says, poking him.

“Peppa Pig is a cartoon,” he scoffs. “Call me when James books the Sesame Street Muppets.”

There’s a strange warmth in my chest, hearing the guys joke around about my imaginary offspring. There aren’t a lot of people whose opinions I give a shit about, and these four men make up the majority of the list. Having their support makes the marriage feel real for the first time.

I haven’t thought much about cakes or flowers or venues, since Victor’s people are taking care of all that. There’s only one thing I know for sure that I want—my friends at my side.

“I hope this means you’ll be my groomsmen,” I say in a low voice.

Beau looks genuinely touched as he claps me on the shoulder. “It would be an honor.”

“Of course,” Luke says.

Nate crosses his arms. “I was supposed to ask everyone first. I’ll do it, even though you’re stealing my glory.”

I glance across the table. “And, uh—Ryan, I hoped you’d be my best man.”

His eyes widen with surprise. “Me?”

It’s the reaction I expected. Ryan and I weren’t always the closest in the group, since my reserved temperament is almost the exact opposite of his playful, boisterous personality. He happened to find out about the contract by chance, and I wasn’t sure he’d be able to keep it a secret. Instead, he completely respected my privacy and acted as the silent support I needed.

“You,” I say, nodding.

“Really?”

“Yes.”

His dark eyes shine with emotion. “Dude.”

I smile. “Yeah.”

Beau shakes his head. “Well, that was the most emotional conversation I’ve ever heard that was also less than ten syllables.”

“So, is there a date we should save?” Luke asks.

“Next Saturday.”

Ryan chokes on his whiskey. “Whoa, that’s stupid fast. What’s the rush?”

“With a one-year timeline, efficiency matters.”

“We’ll clear our schedules,” Nate says, giving Ryan a pointed look.

“How about a celebratory dinner the Thursday before?” Beau suggests. “It can be a rehearsal dinner if you want, or just a chance for us to meet your new wife.”

I nod. “I’d like that.”

“Should I be planning a bachelor party?” Ryan adds. “Because I will charter a flight to Vegas unless you expressly order me not to.”

“Save it for Nate’s wedding. I have too much work.” I’m glad to have the excuse, since I’m sure Ryan’s idea of a great bachelor party doesn’t overlap much with mine. With all respect to DJs, nightclubs, whiskey shots, and high stakes poker games, they’re not on my to-do list for the next month.

“Why are we just assuming Ryan gets to be best man for Nate, too?” Beau says.

“Yeah, there should be a rotating system or something.” Luke nods. “That way we all get to do it.”

“I haven’t made any decisions yet,” Nate interjects. “Everyone’s still in the running.”

“I’m fully focused on my current job, supporting James,” Ryan says, leaning back in his chair. “If Nate happens to like what he sees and decides to recruit me after, that’s his prerogative.”

Despite their sniping, I’m grateful to have the guys at my side for this. The only thing that sours it is knowing that Maura will be alone. Victor mentioned that Maura didn’t have anyone to stand up with her at the wedding. I wonder if that’s Victor’s influence—if he chased away her friends the same way he did her job opportunities. I don’t like the thought of my fiancée standing alone while I have a row of friends at my side.

An idea occurs to me—a way to kill two birds with one stone. If Maura and I really were a love match, she would know my friends’ girlfriends, wouldn’t she? It would be good for optics.

“It might be good for Maura to meet Pippa and Cat,” I say, my eyes moving between Nate and Ryan. “Could you ask them?”

Nate nods. “Of course. I’m sure Cat would say yes.”

“Pippa, too,” Ryan adds. “I guess they might as well add another girlfriend to their club. If we’re not careful, though, they’re gonna start outnumbering us.”

“Don’t worry about me,” Beau declares. “I solemnly swear not to add another girlfriend to the mix.”

Luke snorts. “Same here. I’ve got enough to do at the distillery, thanks.”

My phone buzzes in my pocket. I’m surprised to find myself part of a new group chat with Cat and Pippa.

Cat


When can we meet your fiancée??




Pippa


Tell her to come over now, we’re making brownies and watching Vampire Diaries.




Cat


Or invite her to Wine Wednesday!




Pippa


That’s probably better, since the cat just tracked brownie batter on the counter. We want to make a good first impression.




I glance up at Ryan and Nate. “Cat and Pippa already know?”

“Pippa’s known since Valentine’s Day,” Ryan admits. “I just texted her to let her know she can tell Cat, too. Please don’t be mad.”

“I’m not.” I mean it. It’s not like he revealed the contract to a random stranger. Pippa is Ryan’s partner—his true other half. It makes sense that he’d trust her with this.

I doubt Maura and I will ever have that kind of relationship. We’re not made for each other, and we won’t be in love with each other. It just happens that the things we want out of life line up with the other’s.

In two weeks, she’ll be my wife—and in a year, I’ll be a father.

I can’t even picture it. I don’t have enough information about Maura—who she is, how she acts, what she wants. She’s still a mystery, one I’ll have the rest of my life to solve.
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MAURA


“Why won’t they leave?” Brinley groans.

I glance over at the small group of women still browsing the romance section. “Probably because you haven’t closed the store?”

“Still. Don’t they sense that we have things to talk about that we can’t discuss with an audience?”

“We have plenty of time for that later,” Cat says. I met her for the first time earlier tonight, a tiny blonde with a cloud of curly hair. She’s sweet as pie, and her attitude is pure sunshine. It’s a nice contrast with her best friend Pippa’s razor wit and feisty attitude.

James arranged for us to meet at the Copper Cup’s Wine Wednesdays, the one night a week where Brinley keeps the place open late and lets people drink. He also hinted that I might ask them to be part of the wedding party, so my side wouldn’t be “outnumbered” by his friends.

A polite way of saying I don’t really have any.

“Time for refills,” Pippa declares, opening a new bottle of red wine. “We could all use a little unwinding.”

“Please,” Cat says, raising her glass. “Wedding planning is so exhausting, I really need it. You and James have the right idea having a speedy engagement, Maura.”

“Have you decided on a venue yet?” Brinley asks.

“We’re still deciding between going to Paris and getting married here. Paris is my favorite place in the world, but it would be hard for a lot of my friends from the shelter I volunteer at to travel,” Cat says. “We’re looking at places in both cities, but either they can’t fit everyone, or they don’t have the security Nate wants. He wants to make sure there’s no way the paparazzi can crash the ceremony.”

I cringe. If James and I were having a big ceremony, that’s something I’d have to worry about, too. I don’t have any doubts about the contract I signed, but I’m wary of the amount of media attention I’m marrying into.

“You need a refill, Maura?” Pippa asks.

“I’m good, thanks.” I’m still on my first glass, and I know I won’t get to a second. Dr. Markovic has told me plenty of times that I shouldn’t drink on my medications, and to that I say, YOLO. If my malformed ventricle hasn’t killed me yet, a few sips of wine won’t, either—especially since I haven’t had a reason to celebrate with alcohol for at least three years.

I sit back and listen as they discuss the pros and cons of Toronto versus Paris. It’s nice to think that I could be part of this little group of friends. It’s always been hard for me to maintain friendships, between my father’s controlling reach and my own health problems. When you cancel plans enough times because you’re having crazy side effects from a new medication, eventually people are going to stop calling. I don’t blame them.

I’m lucky that Brinley doesn’t mind my flakiness. She doesn’t know about my condition, so she just assumes it’s my artistic temperament. “The muse struck again, didn’t it?” she usually texts if I cancel on her.

The other girls are halfway through their second glasses when the last customers decide to leave, and Brinley quickly darts over to the door and locks it. “Finally,” she sighs. “Now the interrogation can begin.”

“It’s not an interrogation,” Pippa insists. “We just have a few questions about this whole marriage contract thing.”

“Make that a lot of questions,” says Cat.

“Starting with, what the fuck?” says Brinley. “You got engaged to some guy you weren’t even dating. When did this happen?”

I cross my legs under the table, getting comfortable. I expected questions tonight—mostly from Brinley. There’s no way this is going to be a short conversation. “Recently. My dad first broached the idea in December, and James accepted a few weeks later. Then there was a lot of paperwork, and I had to meet James, but things were only finalized recently.”

“So it’s been months,” Brinley says, sounding stunned. “Why didn’t you tell me about any of this?”

“Honestly? Because I knew I wanted to do it and I didn’t want you to try and talk me out of it.”

“If it was really what you wanted, I would’ve supported you,” she says. I feel a frisson of guilt when I see the real hurt in her eyes. Brinley is my closest friend—maybe my only friend. Of course she’s upset that I didn’t tell her something this big. I’d feel the same.

“I’m sorry.” I reach out and grab her hand. “Trust me, Brinley, if I told anybody I would’ve told you.”

“So you really want this?” Cat says. “A contract marriage with James?”

I nod. “Yes. I want financial freedom. I want a baby. Those were things I wanted long before I met James. He’s giving me the opportunity to have the life I want and he’s getting a major business partnership out of it. We’re both entering this with clear eyes. It’s not going to be some grand romance, but I think it will actually make me happy.”

“I have to ask,” Brinley blurts out. “Are you sure you’re not just doing this to make your dad happy?”

I snort. “No way. In fact, if I could do this without making him happy, that would be my ideal scenario.”

“There are other ways to get financial freedom, you know,” she presses. “You could get a job. Hell, you could work here at the Copper Cup. I’ll fire Trevor. You'd be better at the job, anyway.”

I smile at her. In theory that sounds like a nice life, stocking books, chatting with Brinley, paying my own bills, and coming back to a tiny apartment I pay the rent for. But I could never live that life. There are too many physical limitations with my heart condition. Standing up all day, lugging around boxes of books would be more than my body could take.

“You can’t fire Trevor,” I joke. “I won’t get in the way of true love.”

“Oooo, who’s Trevor?” Pippa asked eagerly.

Brinley rolls her eyes. “He’s in high school and not my type. You wouldn’t have to work here if you didn’t want to, Maura. You could be an artist.”

“I’ll still be an artist when I marry James,” I say softly. “It’s not just about the money. I want a family. I want a baby. I’ve always wanted to be a mom. Maybe it’s because mine died when I was so young, but I want this.”

“And you feel safe?” Cat asks in a quiet voice. “You’re not being coerced?”

I shake my head. “I’m not.”

“Are you attracted to him?” Pippa asks.

I bite my lip. James is handsome, there’s no doubt about that. As a painter, I admire the shape of his features—his hooded blue eyes, the Cupid’s bow over a full lower lip, the strong chin and cheekbones that make his face look slightly hollowed. His thick brows and dark hair are trimmed, but not overly so.

There’s something so restrained about him, though. I wonder if he’s ever able to fully let go, or if he’ll be mechanical in bed. Going through the motions, getting the job done without any passion.

I hope not. I hope that under his buttoned-up exterior, there’s at least a little desire for me.

Pippa’s still looking at me expectantly, so I give her the best answer I can. “Sort of.”

She frowns. “What do you mean, you’re sort of attracted to him?”

“I mean, the packaging is nice. He’s a good-looking man. I’m just not sure if there’s any chemistry there.”

Except for that kiss on the cheek back in the café. When I got that close to him, my fingers gripping his lapel, I felt…something. A little, tiny spark. I just don’t know if we can grow that to something bigger yet.

“I don’t know if I could get married to someone I wasn’t having good sex with,” Pippa muses.

“Maybe the sex will be great,” Cat says encouragingly. “They’re both gorgeous. And if there’s not any chemistry at first, it can grow.”

I see Pippa and Brinley exchange glances. Clearly, they don’t share Cat’s optimism.

It doesn’t matter, I remind myself. If there’s no sexual chemistry, I’m sure we can at least fake it long enough to get the job done. All I really want from our relationship is respect and stability—something I’m not sure the other girls can really relate to. They all plan or hope to marry the love of their lives, while I’m happy with someone who can make the rest of my life easy and pleasant.

“Well, it sounds like you’ve thought this through,” says Pippa. “I mean, I’m dating my stepbrother and I’ve never been happier. Maybe a traditional relationship is overrated.”

“And I know James,” Cat says. “He’s not the warmest person, but I think he’s a good guy and I don’t think he’d ever hurt you. As long as you’re safe, then I respect your decision.”

We all look at Brinley, who groans.

“Well, of course I respect your autonomy, Maura,” she says, crossing her arms. “It’s just messed up that your dad even proposed this, like you’re just a thing he can trade and sell. I hate men who think like that. It’s like we’re not even people to them. We’re just things to help them get what they want.”

“That’s my father,” I admit. “But I’m not sure James is like that.”

“He signed the contract, didn’t he?” she snaps.

“Because he knew Maura wanted it,” Cat says gently.

“He made sure I did,” I add. “He made sure we had a private meeting before the contract was signed, so he could be sure.”

Brinley sighs. “Look, I’ll stand with you through anything Maura—if you want to shave your head, if you wanna move to Antarctica, if you wanna turn to a life of crime, then I’ll be the Thelma to your Louise. I just—” Her voice breaks, and she pauses to take a breath. “I want to make sure you know that you’re more than a trading card. You’re an artist with an incredible mind, with a vision and a warm heart. You deserve someone who sees you for all of that, and frankly, I don’t think that’s what you’re getting.”

Tears burn in the back of my eyes, and I blink them back. Brinley’s the person whose support I wanted the most, and I don’t think I’ll ever fully get it.

“Will you still come to the wedding?” I ask.

She softens. “Yes. Yes, of course I will.”

“And you’ll be my maid of honor?”

“Yes!” she squeals.

“Come on, hug each other!” Cat cries.

Giggling, Brinley and I get out of our seats and follow her orders. Brinley only comes up to my shoulder, which makes me laugh again. Releasing her, I turn to Cat and Pippa.

“Would you two stand up with me too? I know we haven’t known each other that long, so you don’t have to, but–”

“We want to,” Pippa declares.

Cat nods. “It would be an honor. You’re marrying James, so you’re one of us, now.”

“This calls for a toast!” Brinley says, raising the bottle of wine.

I let Brinley refill my glass, even knowing damn well I won’t have more than a few sips of it. It feels good to have these women in my corner, even if Brinley’s worries are still echoing in my ears.

What if James is more like my father than I want to admit?
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JAMES


Sharmi


Confirmed wedding photo sale to Toronto Globe. Proceeds will go to the Walsh Foundation.




Leaning against the back wall in the lobby, I text back my approval. I’m enough of a celebrity that our wedding photos command a high price, and the least I could do was siphon it to Cat’s charity.

Sharmi, my head of publicity, has been working overtime to arrange wedding press coverage of our wedding, so it’s no surprise to hear from her this close to eight on a Friday night. She’s just as much of a workaholic as I am, so she’ll probably stay on her phone, sending emails late into the night.

Part of me wishes I could go back to the office myself. It’s not easy to silence the running to-do list that thrums in the back of my mind, reminding me of my responsibilities. There’s the proposal from Reese Witherspoon’s company, the Pages pre-collab meetings, and prep for the quarterly earnings report.

Of course, all that comes second to tonight’s real priority.

My rehearsal dinner.

Tonight, Maura will meet my friends. She’ll take her first step into becoming a part of my world. I can only hope it won’t be too awkward.

At eight o’clock on the dot, Maura swans through the door in an emerald green dress, which sways around her knees as she walks. It hugs her slender figure tightly, but the neckline is high and modest. Elegant as always. Damn, I should have had my assistant ask about her dress color, so I could have worn a matching tie.

“Hi, James,” she says as she approaches me.

“Hello, Maura. You look gorgeous.” Leaning forward, I brush a kiss against her cheek. This close to her, I can smell the hint of jasmine in her perfume.

“You said Brinley, Cat, and Pippa would be there, right?” she asks.

I nod. “They’re already in the restaurant upstairs.”

“And you live in the building, right?”

“My apartment is on the top two floors.”

“Are you going to give me a tour?”

I hadn’t planned on that, but it would make sense. “Would you like one?”

She shakes her head. “I’ve got enough on my mind, meeting your friends. I can save exploring Bluebeard’s lair for another day.”

“Let’s go up to dinner, then.” I offer her my arm. Instead, she grabs my hand and twines her fingers in mine. They’re so slender, they still feel strangely fragile, like I have to be careful not to squeeze her hand too hard in case they break. I suppose I’ll get used to it eventually.

Together, we take the escalator up to the second floor—the only other floor open to the public. I squeeze her hand before I open the door and escort her inside the Terrace Steakhouse.

There’s a banner reading “Congratulations James and Maura” in pink and gold paint, which I know instantly is Cat’s doing. Beau set up the restaurant beautifully, with warm gold-tinted wine glasses and napkins, which manage to be elegant rather than gaudy. In a place of pride on the table next to us is the ugliest cake I’ve ever seen, a sloping three-tier disaster with chunky-looking frosting on it.

“Ryan made the cake,” Beau mutters under his breath, and I shudder. Our friend is the world’s worst cook, bar none. “Don’t worry. I’ll ‘take care of it’ later. Try to look disappointed.”

Maura presses slightly closer to me, her bare arm against my suit-covered one. She’s nervous, I realize—as bold as she is with me, she might be overwhelmed by large groups of strangers. I gesture between her and Beau. “This is Maura, my fiancée.”

“I’m Beau. Pleased to meet you.” Beau’s eyes flash down to our hands, hers tightly clenching mine. “Hope you’re ready to marry the world’s most taciturn man. Think you can get more than a dozen words out of him tonight?”

“I hope not,” Maura says. “I’ve always gone for the strong, silent type over the wannabe talk show host.”

Beau chuckles. “Then you found the right guy.”

Cat comes around the table next, her hand on Nate’s arm. “You look gorgeous, Maura. Thanks for having us. This is my fiancé, Nate.”

Nate nods. “Hello.”

“Don’t let the frown fool you, he’s happy to be here. That's just his resting grump-face.” Cat laughs. She’s wearing a floaty blue dress, and Maura looks calmer just by soaking up Cat’s presence.

“Ryan Archer, best man,” Ryan announces, thrusting out his hand for Maura to shake.

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you about him,” Pippa tells Maura, pulling her in for a quick hug.

Maura hugs Brinley next, who introduces her to her brother Luke. The three of them fall into conversation easily, and I realize two things. First, that Luke and Brinley have agreed to play nice for the occasion, since they’re usually bickering. Second, that Maura doesn’t need me by her side, babysitting her. She’s found a way to blend comfortably into my friend group.

Beau offers me a glass of wine. “Are you good?”

“Yeah,” I say, accepting the glass. “I think I might be.”
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“So,” Maura says once we’re all seated for dinner. “I have a question for the best man.”

Ryan preens. “Of course you do. Please, go ahead.”

“I’m sure you get this all the time, but I have to ask. Is poker really more about math or reading people?”

“Both,” Ryan and Pippa say simultaneously. Ryan smiles enthusiastically, thrilled to be given a chance to delve into his favorite subject, while Pippa looks resigned to hear the same lecture for the hundredth time. Funnily, Pippa enjoys the game almost as much as her boyfriend—she’s just less excited to talk about it.

“Think of it like building a house,” Ryan says. “It doesn’t exist without wood, nails, cement. That’s probability. It’s the building block of poker. You couldn’t play the game without it—but you could use your tools badly. You can have all the tools to build a house and still make one that falls down when it’s windy.”

“Makes sense,” Maura says, nodding.

“Being able to read people is like getting your architecture degree. Now, you know how to use those tools to make something real. You need that degree if you want a game that will last.”

“I think you’re mixing up architects and contractors,” Beau points out.

“Contractors probably have a place in this analogy,” Maura concedes. “Maybe they’re the casino.”

“Just as hard to find a good casino as a good contractor,” Luke says. “We’re trying to do renovations on our warehouse and it’s been a nightmare.”

“You own Twisted Devil, don’t you?” Maura asks.

“Yeah.” Luke grins. “Do you drink it?”

“I don’t drink, but I love that bottle series you did with local artists. I think a painter I know, Ruby, made a limited-edition label for your rye?”

“Yeah, that was fantastic,” Luke says, nodding. “We sold out of all those specialty bottles. I keep meaning to do another series, but I’ve been too busy.”

“If you do it, I have some great people I could recommend,” Maura says.

The two of them start chatting about some printmakers I’ve never heard of, and I sit back, amazed. To think that earlier tonight, I thought my friends might overwhelm my fiancée, instead, she’s slotted into the group with unnerving ease. She rolls with their teasing and private jokes, and I know she’s won a permanent fan in Ryan for asking him about poker.

I suppose she knows how to pretend to be comfortable, even when she’s not. She’d have to be a good actress to live with Victor’s expectations of polite perfection. I have a feeling he’s even more demanding with his daughter than he is with his business associates. No wonder she wants a different upbringing for her child. It can’t have been easy, meeting his standards.

I shake off the thought. Maura wouldn’t want my pity. Instead, I try to refocus on the conversations around me.

“You have a houseguest next week, right?” Cat’s asking Brinley.

“No, she had to cancel.” Brinley sighs. “I’m hoping she’ll make it next month.”

“Who’s visiting?” Luke asks.

“Eden. She was my best friend when I was a kid,” Brinley explains to Maura. “She’s thinking about moving to Toronto, and she promised she’d visit and check it out.”

Luke stiffens, his smile frozen in place. The women don’t seem to notice, and I file it away for later.

“Are you sure she actually wants to move here, or are you trying to force it?” Cat asks.

“Maybe I’m forcing it a little,” Brinley admits. “But I’m sure once she gets here, she’ll love it. It’s just a matter of time.”

“Looks like everyone’s done with dinner, which means it’s time for cake!” Ryan declares.

Beau and Luke exchange worried glances. “I’ll go get some plates,” Luke announces, heading back toward the kitchen.

“I’ll start cutting slices,” Beau says.

Maura whispers, “What’s the deal with the cake?”

“Ryan’s the world’s worst chef, and the most sensitive. You’re about to see a piece of theater that may or may not go terribly.”

She hums and sits back in our chair. We both watch as Luke rushes out of the kitchen, carrying a stack of dessert plates. Beau pretends not to see him, turning abruptly and “tripping” Luke. The plates go flying, and they both crash into the cake.

“Oh my god!” Pippa cries.

“Are you guys okay?” Cat asks, taking her napkin off her lap and hustling over. Nate stops her.

“You’re wearing sandals,” he growls. “I don’t want you cutting your feet.”

“Sorry about your cake, sweetie,” Pippa says, patting Ryan on the back. “I know how hard you worked.”

When Ryan’s looking away, though, she gives Luke and Beau a thumbs up.

Maura leans over to me. “While they’re busy cleaning up, could we have a word in private?”

“Of course.”

I escort her to an alcove of the restaurant where we won’t be overheard. Maura shifts, crossing her arms over her chest and looking down at her feet. For the first time all night, she seems truly nervous.

“Is everything okay?” I ask.

“It’s fine,” she says, and bites her lip.

“The party wasn’t too informal? I know my friends can be a bit much.”

Maura smiles. “No. Informal is better, if you ask me. I’ve been dragged to fundraising banquets and galas since I was an infant, and I’ve had enough canapes to last me a lifetime.”

“Me too,” I admit. “Lots of time in child tuxedos. Charities always want movie stars at their fundraising events.”

She shudders. “They shouldn't even make child tuxedos. Let kids wear what they want, for god's sake.”

“I didn't mind the tuxedos,” I say, surprising myself. “And my parents always let me explore when I got bored. The kitchen staff always gave me treats.”

Something flickers across Maura's face—curiosity, maybe, or nostalgia.

“That sounds nice. But you can’t tell me you wouldn’t have been happier in a Spider-Man costume than a bowtie and dress shoes.”

“I was always more of a Batman guy.”

“Big surprise.” She rolls her eyes. “Billionaire kid wants to be billionaire vigilante. You could have at least been original and gone for Cyclops or something.”

“Like from The Odyssey?”

“Like from the X-Men,” she says, exasperated. “Honestly, you’re the CEO of a media company. Your whole job is knowing IP. You’re lucky I’m not telling your board about this.”

I chuckle. “So nothing’s wrong, other than my comic book knowledge?”

“Nothing’s wrong.” She looks back at her feet. “It’s more…awkward.”

“Oh?”

“I’ve been tracking my cycle, ever since my father proposed this whole idea. I wanted to let you know that my ovulation window should start around the day of our wedding. There’s no pressure—but you should know that I’m serious about this.”

She gazes at me, carefully cataloguing my response. I realize that she’s checking to make sure that I’m taking this part seriously, too. The real weight of what we’re about to do settles on my shoulders. We’re going to have a child together, and I can’t begin to imagine what that will mean.

“Thank you,” I tell her. “I appreciate your efficiency.”

“So we’ll start then?” she murmurs.

“Yes, we will. Oh, while we’re here, I have something for you.” I pull a small velvet box out of my jacket pocket and hand it to her. “Your engagement ring and wedding band.”

She opens the box. When her eyes fall on the rings, there’s no excitement in them. It’s a simple set in white gold. The engagement ring features a large, cushion cut diamond, and the band has diamonds studded around it. I frown. Maybe she wanted something flashier.

“They’re lovely,” she says politely.

“You can choose any ring you want, if you don’t like them,” I assure her. “I just thought you should have something, for the optics.”

“No, it’s fine.” She pulls out the engagement ring and slides it on her finger, handing me back the box. “It’s not important. We both know this marriage isn’t about romance.”

I thought the ring was nice when I picked it out. Now, when I see it on her hand, I’m not sure I like it, either.
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MAURA


My pajamas are a silky bridal white, trimmed with delicate ivory lace. My stylist chose them for me, probably assuming that the night before my wedding, I’d at least try and sneak into the groom’s room. Of course, since James and I have no sexual relationship yet, the only person to see them is me. As pale as I am, I look like a ghost, covered neck to ankle in white.

Oh, well. At least they’re comfortable enough to lounge in while I wait for the hair and make-up artists to knock on the door of my hotel room. It’s a quaint country inn, with artfully faded wallpaper, antique damask-covered furniture, and views of bucolic hills spotted with wildflowers.

I lie on a lumpy ancient couch, staring at my phone instead of the landscape. I scroll mindlessly through Instagram, past posts by my favorite artists and incessant ads for shoes, not really taking anything in. I’m too wound-up and distracted to appreciate the peaceful view.

In three hours, I’ll be married.

I arrived late last night, after a day full of last-minute dress fittings and spa treatments. Now, my nails are painted pale pink, my skin is moisturized and exfoliated, and my eyebrows are waxed into the acceptable shape. I’ll look perfect in pictures today, which is the most important part of my wedding ceremony.

James and I didn’t write our own vows or choose the song that will play as I walk down the aisle. I didn’t choose the flowers, which are all white and ivory and green. They don’t even fill the small sunroom where the ceremony is taking place. Instead, they’re all artfully arranged behind where James and I will be standing, where they’ll look perfect for the cameras.

We’re not even having a real reception, just posing for photographers and giving quotes to a few reporters. The photos will be released to approved press outlets by our publicists, announcing to the world that our marriage is legitimate.

It’s my wedding, but it feels like it couldn’t have less to do with me.

I’m scrolling past an ad for ballet flats when a text flashes at the top of my phone.

Unknown


I just thought you should know.




Underneath, there’s a link, probably spam. My thumb hovers over the delete button. Any other day, I’d block the number and move on. Today, though, I welcome any distraction.

I clink the link, which opens onto the Toronto Tea’s homepage, where I see a massive picture of my fiancé. He stares at the camera, his cold blue eyes narrowed. I scroll down to the headline and gasp.

The Villain of Sequel’s Cruelest Plot

By: Peppermint

We already know that James Keller has a block of stone where his heart should be, but his newest scheme is low, even for him. The ice king plans to take a queen this weekend, getting married in a small ceremony. Of course, there’s no love involved. Just money, power, and greed.

Keller teamed up with Victor Matthews, the CEO of Pages, to arrange a marriage between the Villain and Matthews’ daughter, Maura. Apparently, Mr. Matthews has always planned to sell off his daughter to the highest bidder, and no one can pay as much as the Villain can. Of course, there’s not a literal bribe, but an old-school promise of combining empires. Once the marriage is official, the real union can start—the one between companies.

Maura might be walking down the aisle of her own free will, but does she know the truth about the man waiting for her at the end? Does she know that all he has to offer her is cruelty, greed, and indifference? Does she even realize how much more she deserves? For years, Mr. Matthews manipulated his daughter into believing her only future was marrying a wealthy man, despite her own promising career as an artist. Now, poor Maura will be forced into a lonely marriage with a heartless scion to satisfy her father’s ambition.

Here’s hoping Miss Matthews pulls a runaway bride at the ceremony. We at the Toronto Tea would be happy to lace up your tennis shoes.

It feels like I’ve just swallowed a jug of ice water. This can’t be happening. The private details of my life are plastered all over the internet. Peppermint basically announced that my father sees me as little more than a pawn in his games instead of as a beloved daughter. The Tea didn’t mention the contract, but it still boiled down my marriage to a business transaction, one where my husband only wants me for the money I can bring him.

The humiliation hits me at my core.

The worst part is, I’ve been reduced to some cautionary tale. Apart from my “promising career,” which is a stretch, considering I’ve only made a few thousand dollars from my paintings, the whole blog paints me like some pathetic pawn, being moved around by powerful men.

Even though I know I shouldn’t, I scroll down to read the comments. I’m sure there are plenty of people talking about what an idiot I am for signing the contract.

What kind of father would want his daughter married to a guy she has no relationship with? Doesn’t he give a shit about her happiness?

A billionaire seriously has to buy a woman to marry him? Heinous loser behavior.

So messed up. She’s a person, not a trading card.

Run, Maura, run!

The sentiments repeat themselves as I scroll down, strangers in the comments who are somehow furious on my behalf. It’s…unsettling, to say the least. They’re angrier at my father for setting up this contract than I ever allowed myself to be.

I guess my expectations of him were low enough that the whole thing didn’t surprise me. If I let myself be angry every time my father treated me more like an object than a person, I’d be constantly brimming with rage. I don’t want to waste my limited time on this planet being angry.

There’s a single knock on the door, loud and firm. I know instinctively it’s not my hair and make-up team. I head to the door and peer through the peephole. James stands outside, already in a tuxedo, his dark hair combed back neatly. He looks so perfectly handsome, you could set him on top of a wedding cake. I’m not surprised to see him. I might not be supposed to see him until the ceremony, but that Toronto Tea article is exactly the kind of thing that would prompt an emergency visit.

Taking a deep breath, I open the door.

“Good morning, Maura.” His voice is perfectly neutral, not warm or upset.

“Isn't it bad luck for the groom to see the bride before the wedding?” I joke weakly.

“I don't believe in luck.”

“What do you believe in, then?”

“Effort and strategy.” A crisp, practiced answer that tells me this isn't the first time someone asked him this question.

“Spoken like a true corporate villain.” I tilt my head. “Do you also believe in monologuing about your evil plans while the hero escapes?”

Something flickers in his expression—amusement, maybe. “Only if it’ll lead to a more cinematic ending.”

I step aside and gesture for him to enter. My father rented out the entire inn, but it’s still probably better for us to have this conversation in private. If Peppermint’s article proved anything, it’s that there are sources hiding in plain sight.

James’s tall form fills the small space, his black tuxedo a stark contrast to the pale wallpaper and furniture. I can smell the faint, clean scent of his cologne, something citrus-y. He doesn't take a seat on the lumpy sofa. He stands near the window, the view at his back.

“I assume you’ve seen the article,” I say. Might as well get straight to business.

“I have.”

Again, that neutral voice. His expression is so blank, we might as well be talking about the weather. Doesn’t it worry him that the deal behind our marriage is now public? Is he bothered that Peppermint called him a heartless, power-hungry villain? Does he actually give a damn about any of this?

“Peppermint wrote some pretty nasty things about you,” I say, watching his expression.

He shrugs. “I’m used to being cast as the villain. It’s nothing new. My team is working on getting the post taken down as we speak. It’s unlikely any other outlets will pick it up. Between the Pages and Sequel PR teams, our publicists know how to keep papers under their thumbs. If it pops up on any forums, they’ll find a way to scrub it. They’re meticulous about keeping the truth under wraps.”

“Then how did Peppermint find out about us in the first place?”

His lips turn down ever-so-slightly, the first indication that he cares about any of this. “There must be a leak. It might be at Sequel or at my lawyer’s office. We’ll find it and plug it, but it might take some time. Hopefully, we can isolate it before she writes anything about the contract.”

I swallow. Maybe this is par for the course for James—he’s a massively public figure, a billionaire bachelor whose name has headlined tabloids for years. For me, though, this is a massive change. I don’t expect James to hug me and rub my back, but I wish he’d say something reassuring.

He must pick up on my silent message, because he says, “Don’t worry.”

That’s it. Those are my fiancé’s words of comfort. He doesn’t even bother hiding how completely indifferent he is toward me, even on the morning of our wedding.

“Right,” I mutter. “I won’t.”

He lifts his wrist, glancing down at his Chopard watch. “I should leave you to get ready.”

“Wait.” I take a breath. There are so many things out of my control today, so much I can’t anticipate. I’d like to at least confirm what to expect tonight. “I took an ovulation test this morning to confirm. So are we still…going ahead with everything, after the wedding?”

It’s the most polite way I can think of to say, we’re still having sex, right?

“Of course.” He inclines his head. “I would never shirk my marital duties.”

“Of course,” I repeat in a deep voice, mocking his seriousness. Seriously, who says “shirk” out loud in the twenty-first century?

To his credit, his full lips quirk up in a small smile. That’s all I get from him before he strides out the door.
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JAMES


The wedding officiant is a sour-looking man in his mid-sixties, chosen by Victor. His expression is utterly bored, like he’s officiated hundreds of weddings, and this one is nothing special. That’s probably true, actually.

He’s the one waiting for me at the end of the aisle. That’s nothing new—in fact, that’s how all traditional weddings go. The groom walks down the aisle first, meeting the officiant. It might be tradition, but it reminds me that my marriage is really about another man, one who’s just as uninvested in the happiness of this union.

I shake my head, getting the thought of Victor out of it. This ceremony will be short and sweet, a formality to get out of the way. Romance doesn’t matter.

Classical music plays over the speakers, and I’m not surprised to see Nate walking down toward me first. I told the guys that they could fight it out between themselves for the order they’d walk down the aisle in, with Ryan coming last as best man. Of course terse, grumpy Nate didn’t invest himself in jockeying for first place, happily exempting himself from the argument and standing the furthest away from me.

Luke comes next, frowning and clearly unhappy to have lost out to Beau. It brings a smile to my lips—the first one of the day.

Waking up to the Toronto Tea post wasn’t how I hoped to spend my wedding day. I trust my team to quash the story—they’re the best at what they do, or I wouldn’t have hired them. Still, it casts an unwelcome shadow on the day. Someone we trusted is selling our secrets, and I intend to find out who.

Beau’s next to walk down the aisle, wearing a satisfied smile as he walks through the sparsely filled audience. Since the guests won’t be photographed, it didn’t matter much who we invited. The seats are filled with assistants, mostly, the team who spent the last week working to make this wedding happen. At least they get to watch their handiwork come to life.

Ryan’s the final man up the aisle. He pulls faces at me as he walks, trying to make me laugh. I appreciate the levity, but I don’t crack a smile, just to annoy him.

The bridesmaids are next, Cat, Pippa, and Brinley. Each of the women wear simple sage green dresses, elegant and tasteful. Their bouquets are plain white, matching the pile of flowers behind me. When Pippa makes her way down the aisle, I can’t resist glancing back at Ryan. He’s staring at her with pure awe on his face, and I wonder how long he’ll last before proposing himself.

The music shifts into the traditional wedding march, and everyone stands as Maura appears in the doorway, Victor standing at her side. The single photographer angles his camera, ready to snap at the right time. He’s been specifically instructed only to shoot once Maura reaches the front, to make sure our wedding looks intimate rather than empty.

Maura herself looks luminous in ivory silk, a slim-fitting, elegant gown that gathers at her neck and waist. Instead of a veil, pearl clips hold back her auburn hair. She’s beautiful, but she doesn’t smile. In fact, her expression is grave, full of the same worry I saw in her face this morning when we discussed the Toronto Tea article.

God, I hope this is just about the article, and not her having second thoughts.

Victor kisses Maura on the cheek before handing her off to me, and she doesn’t look at either of us. Her caramel gaze seems fixed on something in the distance, an imaginary place I can’t see.

The officiant clears his throat. “We have gathered here to formalize the union of Maura Matthews and James Keller in marriage. They have consented to exchange the sacred laws of marriage, which is a serious and powerful commitment, meant to last for the rest of their lives. Together, they will declare their intent to honor their agreement of unity.”

He turns toward me. “Repeat after me. I, James Keller, know of no legal impediment why I may not marry Maura Matthews.”

Maybe I should have reviewed the ceremony script. This is more formal than even I would have written it. Still, I repeat the sentence back to the officiant.

“Please repeat after me,” he says, switching his focus. “I, Maura Matthews, know of no legal impediment why I may not marry James Keller.”

She takes a shallow breath. “I, Maura Matthews,” she says in a small voice. “I know of no legal impediment why I may not marry James Keller.”

“Excellent. Now, we can begin the vows.”

No readings, no sermon, no frills. If you asked me my preference, I would have said exactly that. Now that I’m hearing it, though, the ceremony feels too rushed. At this rate, the wedding will be over in a crisp two minutes.

“Do you, James Keller, take Maura Matthews to be your lawfully wedded wife, for as long as you both shall live?”

“I do.” It’s easy to say. The vows ask so little of me—no “to have and to hold,” no “in sickness and in health.” I’m making the smallest of promises to this woman, and it sends a twinge of unease through me. Is this really it? Are we really promising each other the least we possibly could?

“And do you, Maura Matthews, take James Keller to be your lawfully wedded husband, for as long as you both shall live?”

Her eyes are still on the ground in front of her as she says, “I do.”

“And now, the exchanging of the rings.”

Maura turns and hands her bouquet to Brinley. Without something to hold onto, her hand trembles in front of her. Before I can second guess myself, I take her hands in mine and rub my thumb over her knuckles. The gesture makes her finally look up to meet my eyes.

Hesitance and fear are clear in her gaze, but there’s determination there, too. She’s going to see this through, just like I am.

“James, you may now place the ring on Maura’s finger and repeat after me.” I reach into my jacket pocket, pulling out the ring I’ve kept there. It’s warm from my body heat as I slip it on her slender finger and repeat the officiant’s words. “I give you this ring, as a symbol of my decision to make you my wife.”

Maura lets go of my hand briefly to take a gold band from Brinley. She slides it on my finger as she repeats, “I give you this ring, as a symbol of my decision to make you my husband.”

It’s done now. We’re both in this together.

“By the power vested in me by the Province of Ontario, I now proclaim you married,” the officiant says. “You may kiss the bride.”

I meet Maura’s eyes, and she gives me a tiny nod of permission. I lean forward to brush my lips against hers. They’re cool, soft, and inviting, and I can’t resist lingering in the kiss a little longer. I wish I could press my tongue against her lips and taste her. She’d let me in, I’m sure of it, because she doesn’t pull away. She lets me have this one real moment with her.

Fuck, I meant this to be a quick kiss. I break it off, pulling away quickly. It unnerves me how much I didn’t want to stop.

Instead of looking at my new wife, I glance behind her to her bridesmaids. There’s a strange expression on Brinley’s face, some intense emotion in her eyes. She’s looking at someone behind me—Beau, I realize. I file the mystery away for later as the wedding march plays, prompting us to walk back down the aisle and out into the world.

Maura and I keep one hand joined as we walk down the aisle. Before we can leave the room, though, the wedding planner grabs me by the elbow.

“Stay here,” she instructs us. “We have photos to take in front of the flowers.”

Right. The whole reason we’re doing this is for photos. Our friends file out of the room, leaving us alone with the professionals whose job it is to capture this whole charade.

They put us through our paces, making us pose back at the altar for what feels like an hour. Maura keeps a small, elegant smile pasted on her face, and I try to do the same, long past when my face can feel the strain of holding it. Then we have a whole reception to mock up. The assistants move the flowers into the empty dining room that would have held our reception, if this wedding was real.

There’s a whole cake for us to cut, three layers of white iced confection, comically large, considering there are no guests left to eat it. The guys text to inform me that they were ushered into a limo and ferried back into the city right after the ceremony. It’s probably for the best—it’s not like there’s any celebration to share with them here.

“Let’s get a picture of you toasting each other,” the photographer says. Immediately, assistants scatter to fetch a champagne bottle and glasses. Full flutes of sparkling wine are shoved into our hands. Maura and I clink them together, posing. It’s the biggest charade yet, considering that Maura doesn’t drink, and I rarely do either, outside of poker night.

Now, though, I drain half the glass, just to cut the oppressive awkwardness around me. None of this is right, not the ceremony, not the guests, not the tense woman at my side. My chest prickles with some unnameable feeling, something like grief or guilt.

I never really dreamed of a grand love story for myself, but this sham of a wedding still feels wrong. It’s like I’m losing something I never realized that I wanted.
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MAURA


My husband stands on the other side of the elevator, his eyes fixed on the buttons on the wall. The space between us isn’t chilly or cold, or even awkward. It’s tentative, like neither of us are sure how the other one hopes this will go.

It’s been like this since the wedding. The short, almost businesslike ceremony seemed to set the tone for our marriage thus far. James has been polite and thoughtful, making sure my glass of sparkling cider was always full and staying at my side while we circulated through our guests. He’s barely touched me since our kiss at the altar.

It was a nice kiss—longer than I expected. More than I expected. It’s probably just my nerves making me imagine the butterflies in my stomach is a spark between us, but I felt it.

Tonight, I’m going to find out how far that spark can stretch.

James is still wearing his tuxedo, but my stylist sped me back to my hotel room so I could change into my third bridal outfit. I like this one best; a long ivory silk skirt paired with a white knit top that hugs my torso. I wonder if James likes how I look in it—if he even thinks about the things I wear.

I glance over at him again, and wonder if we’re really doing this. He must be thinking along the same lines, because he asks, “Do you still want to spend tonight with me?”

“Yes. I mean, I’m ovulating, and we have the contract.”

“But you don’t have to if you don’t want to.” He turns to look at me, his gaze intense. “You can change your mind. We don’t have to do this tonight.”

“I want to, though. It just…it feels right.” James is my husband now, after all. I don’t want to go to bed without consummating our marriage. It would feel like we left something unfinished.

He nods. “Good. It’s what I want, too.”

My heart flutters. Does he mean he wants to fulfil the contract and try for a baby? Or does that mean he wants me? It feels foolish to wish for the latter, but I can’t help it. It’s not so crazy to hope your husband is attracted to you.

The elevator doors open to the penthouse apartment. James ushers me forward, his hand pressing lightly on my lower back. “Welcome home,” he says.

I look around, wide-eyed. I didn’t spend too much time imagining what James’s apartment would look like, but it probably would have been something like the room in front of me. There’s a wide, open living room with high ceilings, and a lofted opening above to the second floor. The furnishing is elegant and sparse, lots of pale grays and chromes. Through the windows, the city buildings sparkle.

“Your father had your things sent over last night,” James says. “My staff unpacked. If there’s anything you can’t find, my housekeeper has an itemized list.”

“Okay,” I say, nodding.

He leads me from the living room into the kitchen, where there’s more gray and plenty of high-end appliances. Then, we walk into his home office, featuring even more gray. The pattern continues through the two guest rooms, the dining room, and the linen closet. I’m starting to feel like I stumbled into an old sitcom, before they started filming in color.

Finally, he leads me up a staircase to the second floor, to the room I’m most interested in seeing. “This is your studio.”

He opens the door and I’m greeted by the familiar scent of fresh paint. It immediately sets me at ease, even though the paint is on the walls and not a canvas. I walk inside, taking in the space. It’s beautiful, with the plywood still against the walls, the beginning of a series of shelves, I think. The space is large, easily twice the size of my old bedroom. Windows look out on the city below. I can already imagine hanging plants in front of them, adding a natural contrast to the urban sprawl.

“The contractors are still finishing it,” James says. “You should be able to move in and work by mid-week, though. If you have any requests, I can ask⁠—”

“It’s perfect,” I say, interrupting him. “Really. The best wedding present I could ask for.”

He smiles. It’s small, but I can tell he’s pleased. “Good. Your room is right next door.”

“Not our room?” I raise my brows.

“I thought you’d prefer to have your own space.”

I grin. “You thought right. Thank you.” Maybe one day, I’ll want to share a room with my husband, but we’re far, far away from that happening.

As soon as I walk inside my room, I can tell James talked to my housekeeper—or rather, my father’s housekeeper, now. The room is too tailored to me to have been designed any other way. It’s thoughtful of James, or of whatever employee of his designed my room.

There’s a king-sized bed with a plush, pale blue comforter and plenty of pillows. The bookshelves are already full of my books from back home. A plush navy armchair sits in the corner, the perfect place to curl up and read. When I walk over to the white wood dresser, I find that the top drawer contains my socks and underwear. Everything I own was moved seamlessly into my new home, without me even lifting my finger.

It’s all wonderful, except for the most important part.

The art.

Paintings in clinical white and silver, soulless blocks of color that remind me of being in the hospital. When I look at them, it’s like a robot screaming down an empty hallway—no heart, no soul, no humanity.

“What do you think?” James says from behind me.

“It’s nice,” I say, turning to smile at him. When James gives me a penetrating look, I laugh. “Okay, the art is bad. I’ll fix that, though. The rest of it looks nice.”

“Good.” He pauses. “I’ll let you decide if you’d rather be here, or in my room.”

It takes me a second to understand what he means. He wants to know where we’ll be consummating our marriage.

“Your room, please.” I’d rather have my room to retreat to after, especially if things don’t go well.

He leads to a room across the hall. James’s bedroom is the warmest room in the house, the most lived-in. A small pile of books sits on his bedside table, a bookmark shoved in the top one.

On the wall, there are a few framed photos. One features a glamorous-looking couple with dated hairstyles, clearly his parents. The woman has long dark hair and pale blue eyes, and something about the shape of her face makes my breath catch.

She looks like someone I've met before.

No—that's impossible. James's mother died years ago. But there's something hauntingly familiar about her elegant features, the warmth in her smile. I remember she was an actress. That must be it. I've probably seen pictures of her in magazines.

Still, I can't shake the strange prickle of recognition. Like a memory hovering just out of reach.

Another photo shows James standing next to Nate at a hockey rink, each of them a decade younger. Neither of them are smiling, but they still look happy. There are more photos, small memories my husband felt were worthy of remembering. I’ll take a closer look at them later.

That’s the end of the personal touches, though. The comforter on his king-sized bed is, as expected, gray. I can see through the door of his walk-in closet that his clothes are professionally pressed and color-coded. Obviously, the cleaning staff comes through daily, making sure each hanger is set an exacting two inches apart.

When I turn back to James, he’s shrugging off his tuxedo jacket. My heart speeds up as I see the way his dress shirt clings to his well-honed muscles. He loosens his tie next, tugging it off and laying it neatly over the chair next to his bed. He’s careful with his clothes, like each piece of fabric might break instead of just wrinkle.

We’re really doing this. When he’s finished undressing, he’s going to become my husband in that last, most intimate way, and I have no freaking idea how it’s going to feel.

I’ve only had sex a couple of times. Both experiences were brief, messy, and emotionless. I didn’t even get close to the pleasure I’ve read about and seen in films. Hell, I didn’t even get close to the pleasure I get from myself and my vibrator. I know that it’s possible to have incredible, mind-blowing sex—I just don’t know if it’s possible for me.

I swallow, remembering what Cat said earlier. It doesn’t have to be good right away. If the chemistry’s not there with James, it could still get better over time.

James takes off his watch, setting it on his bedside table and looking over at me. His eyes travel over me, from my face down over my breast, stomach, hips. His tongue darts out to wet his lips, and I swear my heart-rate triples. Instinctively, I think back to the last time I took my medication—just a few hours ago. I should be safe.

Should.

When his eyes meet mine again, his pupils are wide and dark.

“I want to see you, Maura.” His voice sounds low and husky. “Do you want me to help you undress?”

He saunters over to me in slow, measured steps. My heart pounds with both excitement and nerves, knowing that we’ve hit the first hurdle of the night.

I’m not ready for him to see my surgical scar yet—maybe ever. I’m sure at some point it’ll be unavoidable, but I plan for that day to come as far in the future as possible. Maybe after the first decade, I’ll consider it. It’s just, once people know about my condition, that’s all they see. They treat me like some fragile, pitiful thing, instead of like a person.

I’ve hidden my scar from every man I’ve been with. It’s part of the reason I’ve had so little sexual experience. When I tell men I want to keep my shirt on, they push. They demand explanations or try to convince me to change my mind. One guy even tried to pull the shirt off without permission. I sent them all home, no second chances.

This boundary is James’s first test, and if he doesn’t pass, I don’t know how I’ll be able to get through tonight.

“Wait.” I put a hand on James’s chest, stopping him. “Not my shirt. I need to keep my clothes on from the waist up.”

Please don’t ask.

Please don’t ruin this.

I watch him carefully, waiting to see his reaction. There’s a flash of curiosity in his eyes, but after a second he nods. “Okay.”

My shoulders slump with relief, the tension in my body lessening somewhat. He didn’t push. Green flag.

“Should I keep my shirt on, too?” he asks.

“Only if you want to.” As much as I’d love to see the firm muscles I know are under his clothes, fair’s fair.

In answer, he reaches for the top button of his shirt. My eyes are glued to his wide hands as he makes quick work of the shirt, shrugging it off his shoulders before pulling off his undershirt. His broad muscled chest makes my fingers itch to grab a pencil and sketch him, capturing the lines and shadows on paper so I can keep them forever.

Or, more realistically, I could touch him right now. My mouth goes bone-dry.

“Just so you know, I don’t expect you to seduce me,” I blurt out. “This doesn’t have to be some big romantic thing. We can just get it done with.”

A muscle jumps in his jaw. “No. We can’t.”

I blink. “Why not?”

His hands clench into fists at his sides. “I have to get you warmed up for me, Maura. It’s the only way this will work long-term. If we’re going to do this for multiple days every month, it’ll be too hard if you’re sore.”

“Oh.” I guess that makes sense, even though sex has never left me particularly sore before.

“Besides, there’s no reason this can’t be physically pleasurable for both of us. I can make you feel good without getting emotion involved,” he says. “Trust me. Let me show you how good it could be for us.”

The words send a fluttering pulse between my thighs. My body temperature feels like it’s just spiked a degree or ten. “Okay. That sounds—yes.”

James doesn’t laugh at my stammering answer. He strides closer, until there’s maybe a foot between us. I have to look up to meet his hooded eyes. He raises his hand, making the muscles of his bicep jump, but he doesn’t touch me.

“Can I touch your face?” The words rumble from him, sending vibrations down my spine.

“Yes,” I breathe. His thumb skates over my lower lip, and my mouth opens for him automatically.

“Beautiful,” he whispers as he moves to cup my face in his hand. He brushes a few strands of hair back behind my ear, and my eyes flutter shut. It’s too much, having him look at me like this, his full attention focused on me.

Heat radiates off his body as he steps closer. “How about your neck? Can I touch you there?”

I nod, and the back of his fingers brush over the exposed skin. My chin tilts up automatically, giving him access. His fingertips move around to the nape of my neck, threading through the hair at the nape of my neck.

“How about your collar?” he murmurs. “I won’t go under your shirt.”

My shoulders tense. I have to trust him now, trust that he won’t push my limits. “Yes.”

His thumb skates along the high collar of my skirt. Half of his digit touches my skin, the other burns through the thin fabric. Cool relief courses through my veins, making me want more of his hands on me. If he keeps asking me so respectfully, it’s going to take forever, and frankly, I’d like to feel him now.

“Touch me, please,” I breathe. “You can touch me anywhere, James.”

He lets out a low groan and his hands close around my waist, spanning the distance from my waist to just under my breasts. His thumbs stroke my ribs, comforting, like he did with my hand while we were at the altar. My skin prickles at the sensation, even through the fabric.

“I want to kiss you, Maura. I swear, I’ll stop the moment you want me to. Can I?”

“Yes,” I plead.

His lips brush lightly against mine, teasing me. Liquid heat drips down my spine like honey. He’s barely touched me, and already I’m craving him more than I did the other men I slept with.

Gripping my waist tighter, he pulls my body tight against his. His lips press harder against mine, demanding and hungry. I whimper, opening for him, and his tongue strokes mine in a long, controlled movement.

I’m lost in the feel of him as his wide hands travel up and down my sides, making me shiver against his touch. His hands drag down, closing around my ass and squeezing it. There’s not much there to grab. I’ve always been self-conscious about my slim hips and general lack of curves, but judging by the way James groans against my mouth, he likes the feel of me just fine.

“You’re fucking gorgeous,” he mutters. “I can’t wait to feel you without this.”

His fingers move to the side zipper of my skirt, sliding it down until the silk slides down my legs and pools on the floor. The air is cool against my skin, and I’m suddenly aware of just how bare I am. I wore a thong with this skirt to avoid lines, and there’s only a thin band of fabric covering my seeping pussy. I press my thighs together, feeling my own dampness on my skin.

James reaches down, pulling my panties aside so he can stroke my bare cunt. A groan pours from his throat. “Fuck, you’re already so wet for me.”

My face flushes. “I’m ready, James.”

He shakes his head. “No. You’re not.”

I grab his hand, pressing it more firmly against the wetness between my thighs. “I am, see?”

“No. Maura, I’m larger than you might be used to,” he says bluntly. “You’re not ready. You have to let me warm you up, okay?”

Oh.

Whatever I expected him to say, it wasn’t that. None of the men I’ve been with before had to issue an official warning. A pang of nervousness flickers through me, but I push it away. “Okay.”

His other hand interweaves with mine, and he guides me back toward his bed. He pulls me onto the plush mattress, the duvet cool and feather-soft on my bare skin. He trails hot kisses along the line of my neck, and I arch against him, instinctively wanting him closer.

He lowers his hand to hover over my breast. “Can I?”

I know what he’s asking. I’ve given him permission to touch me wherever he wants, but he knows the shirt is a boundary. He’s checking in with me, and I’m grateful for it.

“Please,” I breathe, and he palms the small mound through my shirt. My nipples tighten under the fabric. I didn’t put on a bra—with my small breasts, it’s not really necessary. I can’t believe how good it feels to have him touch me like this, even with a layer of fabric between us. My hips press against his, and I feel the ridge of his hardened cock against me. Arousal pools in my panties, and I know they’re not enough to hold it back. I’m going to make a mess on his trousers.

“I want to touch you,” James growls. He hooks his finger in the elastic top of my thong, pulling it down over my hip. I adjust my legs to help him pull them off so I’m bare for him. My sensitive pussy aches to be touched, and I’m so close to what I’m craving.

James meets my eyes as he presses the tip of his finger against my entrance. My hands fist in the comforter underneath me as he pushes a long finger inside me. Oh, god. It feels so goddamn good to have him filling me. I can’t remember the last time a man touched me like this. Then he circles my clit with his thumb and I can’t remember anything.

“Good?” he asks.

I whine in response, and a wicked smile flashes across his face. He teases a second finger at my entrance, giving me time to stop him. I don’t, because I’m already desperate for more, hot and writhing on his hand.

Damn. If I thought it was good before, I had no idea. Two of James’s fingers are heaven. I melt back against the bed as he presses inside me, stretching me while he sends shockwaves through my body with his fingers on my clit. It’s so perfect, so good that if he just kept going, I’d come in minutes.

Until a third finger strokes my sensitive entrance. When it pushes inside, I grab James’s shoulders hard enough to bruise. He freezes. “Too much?”

I nod, and he frowns.

“I won’t stop here. I want you to take at least three of my fingers, Maura. You’re going to need it if you’re going to take my cock.” Before I can panic, he presses a kiss to the corner of my mouth. “I know it’s a stretch, but don’t worry. I promised I’d make it good.”

His mouth moves down my neck, kissing me through my shirt along my sternum. Fuck, what if he feels the scar through the fabric? I know it’s unlikely, but I can’t help the way my muscles lock up. If James notices how I tense as he moves over my scar, he must assume I’m still worried about taking him. I let out a sigh of relief as he continues downward, kissing over my stomach.

Until I realize where he’s headed.

“Wait,” I plead, my hand pulling his face away from my thighs. “I need a second. I’ve never done this before.”

His blue eyes widen with what looks like horror. “Fuck. Are you—you’re not a virgin, are you?”

I laugh. “God, no. I’m not a virgin, just…poorly serviced.”

Anger flashes across his face, but it’s gone just as quickly. “Let me, then.”

When I nod, he settles between my thighs, his dark hair stark against my pale skin. He kisses my swollen nub, gently at first, then a little harder. My nerves light up at the touch. It feels different, but so damn good—softer and more delicate than fingers. Then his tongue drags over my clit, and I see stars.

“Oh my god,” I gasp, my hand threading into his hair, pulling him closer.

He laps at me again, slowly picking up speed as he catalogues my reactions. He finds a rhythm that has me whimpering for him, his flat tongue stroking me slowly but relentlessly. My hips grind against the two fingers already buried inside me, stretching me. When the tip of his third finger prods my entrance, I don’t tense up.

“Yes, James, please.” I sound breathy and desperate, like a creature I don’t even recognize.

Then his third finger presses inside, and I’m immediately humbled. The stretch stings, and I hiss through my teeth at the discomfort. It’s so much, too much, and I don’t know if I can handle it if he moves any more.

“I know,” James murmurs, his breath hot between my legs. “It’s a lot, but you can take it.”

“What makes you so sure?” I’m only half joking.

“Because you’re strong, Maura, and you’re doing so well already.”

He lowers his head again and laps softly at my clit, not moving his fingers, letting me adjust to the intrusion. He’s patient as he coaxes me into relaxing. My thighs relax around his face, jolts of electric heat replacing the burning stretch.

When my hips start rocking against his mouth, James moans against me, burying his face in my pussy as he devours me. If it were anyone else, I might be self-conscious about whether he was really enjoying himself. But this is James—there’s no emotion, no obligation. He’s there because he wants to be, and I give myself over fully to the feeling of it.

The pleasure creeps up on me at first, then subsumes me like an avalanche. My whole body shakes, my thighs clenching around James’s head as my climax takes over me. My vision goes white, and it takes a long moment for the world to come back into focus.

I blink, and James is smiling up at me.

“Beautiful,” he praises, sending a flush of warmth through my chest. He has no idea what he just gave me—not just the best orgasm of my life, though that would be more than enough.

It was my first orgasm with anyone other than myself.

He reaches down, unbuttoning his trousers and pulling them off along with his briefs. He’s finally fully naked, the strong muscles in his thighs matching the muscles of his chest, and⁠—

“Holy shit,” I breathe.

James's lips twitch—the closest thing to a smile I've seen from him. “That's the typical reaction.”

“I didn't mean—I just—” I can't stop staring. “How does that even work?”

“Carefully.” He strokes himself slowly, almost lazily, and my mouth goes dry watching his hand move. “And only with a partner who trusts me.”

I could tell James was big just from his body pressing against mine, but nothing prepared me for the full size of it. It’s long and thick, more than any cock I’ve ever seen. If I wrapped my hand around him, even with my long fingers, they wouldn’t even come close to touching. No wonder he took so long getting me ready—I’d need a hell of a warm-up just to take the tip of him.

He circles his cock with his hand, pumping it slowly as I realize there’s more. He’s still growing, and a spike of fear pierces through me. Maybe those rumors about him sending his lovers to the hospital were true, after all. It’s not hard to imagine him splitting someone open trying to fit him.

“It’s okay,” James says, his eyes fixed on mine. His gaze is steady and reassuring. “We’ll go slow. Most women only take half, so I’ll be happy with however much you can handle. Okay?”

His thumb traces my cheekbone, unexpectedly tender. “I mean it, Maura. Whatever you can give me is enough. I won't be disappointed.”

Something in my chest cracks open at that. He means it. I can see it in the way his jaw is set, the restraint coiled in every muscle. This man who gets everything he wants is telling me he'll be satisfied with whatever I offer.

It makes me want to give him everything.

I let out a shaky breath. He hasn’t given me a reason not to trust him, not in this. “Okay.”

He crawls up the bed and hovers over me, supporting his weight on his arms. His blue eyes flash up to mine, and for a second, I catch a glint of warmth instead of ice.

His mouth closes around mine, his tongue moving in long, sensual strokes. It’s enough to take over my senses—enough to distract me while he presses the tip of his cock against my entrance.

He pauses there, jaw tight with restraint. “Look at me, Maura.”

My eyes flutter open.

“I need you to breathe for me. Can you do that?” His voice is guarded. “You're so small. I don't want to hurt you.”

“You won't.”

“I might.”

He moves the swollen tip through my wetness, coating it before he starts to push inside.

“Fuck!”

The word tears out of me before I can stop it. He's barely inside me and I already feel impossibly full.

James freezes, every muscle locked tight. “Too much?”

“No, I just—” I take a shaky breath. “I wasn't prepared for how it would feel.”

“How does it feel?” His voice is strained, like the question costs him something.

“Like you're everywhere. Like there's no room for anything else.” I meet his eyes. “Don't stop.”

Having him inside me is so fucking good, the emptiness I felt after his fingers withdrew finally filled.

But it also hurts like hell.

No, it’s not quite pain. It’s more of an uncomfortable sting, something my body wasn’t ready for. I sort of…like it.

A shiver runs through me as I try to adjust to his width.

It takes me a second to realize that my fingers are digging into James’s arms hard enough to bruise. I relax my grip slightly. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay. Grab me as hard as you need to.”

He shifts his weight onto one arm, then brings his thumb to his mouth. My mind goes blank for a second when he puts it to his mouth, coating it with his saliva before he draws his hand down between our bodies. The slick digit moves over my clit, sending a pulse of heat between my thighs. Slowly, I feel myself relaxing around his cock.

“Good girl. That’s it.”

My breath catches. No one’s ever called me that before. Those two words, good girl, fill my chest with warmth. They make me feel cherished, admired, and cared for.

James circles his thumb around my clit again. “Can you take a little more?”

“I think so.”

I’m not sure how much more I can take. I might have to stop him after another inch, but damn it if I’m not going to try.

His cock moves deeper inside me, just a small increment. This time, I’m ready for the pain. I wince, even though it’s not so bad. In fact, it goes away quickly, replaced by pleasure—pleasure that surges higher as James carefully touches my clit.

“More,” I whisper.

He pauses. “Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

He feeds me another half inch, giving me time to adjust. I’m not just ready for the pain now. I’m craving it. It’s like bittersweet dark chocolate, or stepping into a shower that’s just a little too hot. The edge makes the sweetness that much more satisfying.

We take our time, James giving me more of his cock inch by devastating inch, stroking my clit while I adjust before giving me a little more. His forehead is beaded with sweat from the effort of holding back.

“That's it,” he breathes. “You’re doing so well. Just a little more.”

I whimper as he pushes deeper, digging my nails into his shoulders.

“Shhh, I know. I know it's a lot.” He kisses my temple, my cheek, the corner of my mouth, groaning as I squeeze around him. “You feel so fucking good, Maura.”

A thin sheen of sweat builds on my skin, making me feel hot and cold at the same time. I can’t remember the last time I felt this focused, this in the moment.

His thumb finds my clit, circling gently, and the sharp edge of discomfort blurs into something desperate.

When he’s halfway inside me, he stops and smiles down at me. “Fuck. Fuck, you took me so well.”

Except…I didn’t. Yes, I managed to stretch for half his length, but I can take more—I know I can. He might not expect it from other women, but I’m his wife. I want him to expect more from me.

I shake my head. “We’re not done yet.”

His brow furrows slightly. “You want me to keep going?”

I drag my hands up his arms and over his shoulders. “I want all of you, James.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I know.” I lift my head, brushing my lips against his. “I want to.”

His mouth sets in grim determination as he pushes in a little deeper. I gasp, and his cock pulses inside me.

“Fuck, it’s hard to hold back when you make those sexy little noises,” he groans.

My heart flutters. “Really?”

“Yes.” He pushes in a little more and strokes my clit. “Your gasps and moans. They’re so fucking hot. Never hold them back. I want to hear you.”

So I don’t. I whimper and sigh as he works his way deep inside me, stretching me further than I ever knew I could take. Each tiny thrust from him is a little less controlled, and that edge of wildness makes my pussy weep even more. It’s so good, so new, so exhilarating.

“I’m almost there,” James whispers against my neck. “Can you take it?”

Even though he can’t see it, I smile through the pain. “Yes.”

He thrusts one more time, and I feel his hipbones press flush against mine.

My pulse flutters, spurred by the impossible fullness that’s so intense it makes my eyes water.

I managed to fit his whole length. I’m overwhelmed with a mix of triumph, pride, and satisfaction that makes me feel more alive than I have in years. Forget skydiving, mountain-biking, whatever adrenaline junkies do to get their fix. It can’t feel better than this.

James’s arm trembles as he holds himself up. His eyes clench shut as he tries to handle the feeling of being fully inside me.

“Fuck, Maura,” he says through gritted teeth. “No one else has ever fit me like this.”

A surge of pride rushes through me. Maybe it’s messed up, but I love knowing I’m the one who did this for him. This proud, disciplined man is unraveling for me in real time. My inner walls pulse, milking him.

He responds by rocking himself inside me, a small movement that hits a spot that’s pleasure sheathed in pain. He follows it with a sweep of his thumb over my clit that has me grinding my hips against his. My legs wrap around his waist, shifting the angle, and we both moan together.

“I don’t know how long I can hold back,” he mutters.

His entire body is trembling with the effort of restraint. I can feel it in the tension of his arms, the flex of his thighs against mine.

“I don't want to hurt you,” he grits out.

“You won't.” I cup his face in my hands, forcing him to look at me. “I’ll tell you if I need you to stop.”

“Promise?” he grits out.

“Promise. Now take what you need.”

I kiss him lightly again, giving him permission.

He buries his head against my neck and takes all that I can give him. He thrusts inside me with shallow, even strokes at first, never stopping the pressure against my clit. It swells against his touch, sending bolts of electric lightning through me.

“Eyes on me,” he commands when I squeeze them shut. “I want to watch you fall apart.”

“James—”

“That's it. Say my name.” He rolls his hips deeper, hitting something inside me that makes stars burst behind my eyes. “Let me hear how good I'm making you feel.”

Soon his hips are snapping hard against mine, every thrust deeper and harder. I can’t stop smiling as he ruts against me, fucking me deeply and properly. I love watching this measured, controlled man lose himself in my body. It makes me feel…powerful.

My muscles are exhausted from stretching for him, but that doesn’t stop raging heat from pooling around my core. Slow contractions build inside me, my pussy clenching around James’s invading cock. I squeeze my eyes shut as I struggle to handle the competing sensations of exhaustion, pleasure, and pain. On top of me, James’s expression is taut.

“I’m close,” he grunts. “Can you come with me?”

“Yes. Please, fuck, yes.”

His cock pulses inside me, releasing deep inside me. His roar of satisfaction unlocks me. My orgasm wrings me out, intense waves of pleasure crashing over me and pulling me under until all conscious thought is erased. I’m just a body, coming down from the most intense pleasure I’ve ever experienced.

James pulls out of me and rolls over on his back. For a long moment, we lie next to each other, our legs tangled together as our heart rates come down. We don’t speak, but we don’t need to. There’s nothing more to say.

Suddenly, James sits up, swinging his feet down to the floor. He stands, his muscled back facing me.

“I should shower,” he says. His voice is neutral, clinical almost. “If we want the highest chance of this pregnancy taking, you should lie on your back for twenty more minutes.”

I almost forgot. This wasn’t a husband and wife consummating their relationship, but an attempt to fulfil the other half of our contract. The baby.

“Okay,” I whisper.

He walks into his ensuite bathroom, closing the door behind him. After a moment, I hear the shower turning on. I stare at the ceiling, processing what just happened.

I don’t feel sad or abandoned. Just…conflicted. I can’t believe how good that was, how right it felt to watch him come undone. Part of me wishes he would stay to hold me a little longer, but it’s probably better this way.

Still, as I stare at the ceiling, I can't help thinking about that boy from the gala. The one who brought me cake when I was locked in a storage room, treated like an afterthought. He didn't try to fix anything or make grand promises. He just…stayed. Kept me company. Made me feel less alone.

James left for the shower the moment he was done. It's what we agreed to. It's what makes sense.

So why does it make me feel like that little girl in the storage room again, watching someone walk away?

I need to remember that this isn’t a real marriage, no matter how much my body tries to forget it.

Because if I let myself go there—if we let ourselves go there—I’ll only end up hurting him in the end. The truth is, I can’t grow old with someone, can’t enjoy a full life of love and travel and children.

I could never give James forever.
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JAMES


The sun normally isn’t up when I make my morning coffee. I like to get to the gym before work, so my alarm usually goes off at five. The day after my wedding night, it felt fair to sleep in a bit. Sunlight streams through the kitchen windows as I prepare myself a pot.

While it brews, I open my tablet to go over my schedule for the day. I have meetings with the Pages team later today. I’m eager to meet with both our heads of content and discuss the first projects we want to collaborate on. There’s an unreleased fantasy series from a buzzy author I have my eye on. If it’s good, it could be Sequel’s answer to Game of Thrones.

As I flip over to the weekly view to see what I need to prepare for, my mind starts wandering to last night. I can still see Maura’s beautiful face, twisted in bliss as I bottomed out inside her. I never imagined the sex with us would be that good, and I definitely didn’t imagine she’d take my entire cock on the first go. Usually, women find my size more exciting in theory than in practice. Maura took everything I gave her and more.

When I got out of the shower last night, she was gone—back to her own bedroom, presumably. I felt a small twinge of disappointment that I didn’t get to say goodnight, but it was for the best. I don’t expect us to actually sleep together, and it’s good to establish a routine early.

The coffeemaker dings, letting me know it’s ready. I’m pouring myself a cup when I hear a soft voice say, “Good morning.”

I look up, finding Maura walking into the kitchen, wrapped in a soft blue robe. She’s barefoot, her hair finger-combed and slightly messy. I’ve never seen her without make-up, I realize. I didn’t think much about it, since her look is so subtle. With her eyes framed with auburn lashes instead of black, they look even softer than usual.

I like her like this—less Victor’s polished doll, and more like herself.

“I feel a bit underdressed,” she says, her eyes flicking down to my suit and tie.

“I have some meetings in the office later today.”

“Oh.” She brushes a strand of hair behind her ear. “Well, if you need to go, don’t let me keep you.”

“I’m not in a rush. Take a seat. Have some coffee with me.”

“Thanks, but I don’t drink coffee. Can’t handle the caffeine.”

“It’s decaf.”

Her lips part in surprise. “Really?”

“That’s how I take it, too. I don’t like relying on stimulants.”

I pour her a cup, mixing in a half-teaspoon of sugar. Her eyes narrow. “But you know how much sugar I like. How do you explain that?”

I shrug. “I had your father’s staff compile some basic information about your routine to help smooth your transition.”

She arches her brows. “So you spied on me.”

“If you choose to see it that way.” I slide the mug over to her.

“I don’t think there’s another way to choose to see it, husband,” she says sweetly. “You secretly assembled private information about me. That’s spying. If your real last name is Bond, you have to tell me.”

“It’s Keller,” I reassure her. “Which reminds me, I have something for you.”

I slide a manilla envelope from the edge of the counter over to her.

“Handing me an envelope with mysterious content?” she chirps. “You’re really not beating the spy allegations.”

“I’ve added you to my bank accounts,” I explain as she opens the envelope. “Those are your credit cards. You can treat them like they’re your own. Buy whatever you need.”

“Maura Keller,” she reads off one card, glancing up at me. “First time I’m seeing it in writing.”

I feel a quick stab of satisfaction, hearing my name come after hers. It’ll tell the world that she’s mine. Shaking off the possessiveness, I go to the next thing on my mental list.

“Your staff sent over your clothes and essentials, but we’re still waiting on your art supplies and a few larger items,” I tell her. “It should arrive by Thursday.”

“Once the studio is finished,” she says, nodding. “Good coffee, by the way.”

“Glad you like it. Are you up for discussing scheduling now?”

Her head tilts to the side, confused. “Scheduling? Scheduling what?”

“I often have late meetings with the Asian Sequel offices. Since your ovulation is time-sensitive, I thought we should coordinate our calendars.”

She levels me with a mocking gaze. “Seriously? You’re scheduling our sex life?”

“I schedule everything.” I pass her the tablet, open to my weekly schedule, so she can review it. She laughs.

“It’s all color-coded, too. You’re a scheduling freak, Keller. You really should have disclosed this during the marriage negotiations.”

“Why? Would you have refused me?”

“No, but I would have negotiated a daily five-minute window to make fun of you for it.”

“I’ll fit that in between my personal trainer and my call with Guillermo Del Toro,” I say drily. “How long are you ovulating?”

She pulls her phone out of her robe pocket and opens an app. “Last night was the second day of a seven-day estimated fertility window. Based on my ovulation tests, it’s most likely in the next twenty-four hours, but we should finish out the week to be sure.”

I glance over my schedule. “I could do any time in the next two hours, or tonight at 11:00 p.m.”

“I guess before lunch would work best. God, this is surreal,” she says, shaking her head. “Can’t we just agree that we’ll figure it out the day-of?”

“Scheduling ahead is much more efficient.”

“Ah, my favorite part of sex—the efficiency,” she quips.

Ignoring her, I flip to the next day on my calendar. “Tomorrow, I don’t have as many conflicts.”

Despite Maura’s teasing, we’re able to schedule sessions for the next five days. I’ve just entered the final date in my calendar when my phone buzzes on the counter. It’s one of my assistants, Taylor. My mouth turns down in irritation. I’d hoped for a morning without interruptions. “Sorry, I have to take this.”

“Go ahead,” Maura says. “Take it, even though it’s not on the calendar.”

I move a few steps away and answer, “Hello?”

“Good morning, and first of all, congratulations,” Taylor says. “Sorry to interrupt your morning, but this is time sensitive.”

I grunt. Taylor is a good assistant, but he tends to ramble on. He could have gotten to the point already.

“So, Alex at Pages has to move up your afternoon meeting to 11. You don’t technically have anything on your schedule, but I wanted to call, just to be sure.”

“No, I can make it.” It means I’ll have to push up my session with Maura, but Alex’s schedule is as packed as mine. “I’ll see you soon.”

After I hang up, I stride over to Maura and pluck the cup of coffee out of her hand. She huffs, offended. “I was drinking that!”

“There's been a change in plans.” I set her mug down at the end of the counter, then take my wife by the waist. “A meeting got moved, so if you're up for it, I suggest we fulfill today's duties now.”

She shakes her head, but she's smiling. “You tell me all about this ironclad schedule, and then you just—what, pencil in spontaneous sex?”

“It's highlighted in purple, actually.”

“Of course it is.” She loops her arms around my neck. “Let me guess—you have a color for everything?”

“Obviously.”

“What color is 'arguing with wife'?”

“I think I’ll make that red.”

Maura yelps in surprise as I lift her up so she’s sitting up on the edge of the counter. I run my thumbs up the side of her ribcage, making her eyes flutter shut. “Are you too sore from yesterday?”

“No,” she breathes. “You took care of me, like you said.”

“We’ll have to be a little quicker today.” I pepper kisses along her jaw. “But there’s no reason you can’t enjoy yourself this time, too. Can I open your robe?”

“Yes.”

I peel away the edges, finding her in a fitted white T-shirt and nothing else. No underwear over her sweet little cunt. I trail a finger up her thigh. “No underwear. Very efficient.”

“I know how you like that,” she says before she presses her lips against mine. Our tongues meet, hers warm and eager, mine conquering and possessive. She wraps her arms around my neck, weaving her slender fingers into my hair and letting me take control of the kiss.

Her thighs part around my hips, and I drag a finger over her pink pussy. “Fuck, Maura, a few kisses and you’re already soaked for me.”

Her cheeks flush pink. “It’s not just the kisses. All morning, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about last night. I’ve been wet since I woke up.”

My cock throbs. Damn, it turns me on knowing that just the memory of me fucking her is enough to turn her on.

“You’re going to drip all over my counter, you know.” I stroke her again, savoring her whimper of arousal. “I’ll make sure of it.”

I slide a finger inside her as I play with her clit. Her fluttering inner walls clench at the intrusion, and her hips cant up to match my rhythm.

“You feel so empty after last night, don’t you?” I whisper in her ear. “You need me to fill you again. You already miss it.”

She whimpers in response, and I feel her clench around my fingers.

“Words, wife. Tell me what you need.”

“I need you inside me,” she gasps. “I woke up aching for you. I couldn't think about anything else.”

Christ. The idea of Maura lying in bed, wet and wanting, thinking about my cock nearly undoes me.

“Please,” she moans, and I slide another finger inside her. She takes it easily. Fuck, I love how eager she is for this. For me. When I signed the contract, I didn’t know if any part of our marriage would work. Now, I know the way we fit together isn’t going to be a problem.

“More,” she pants. “More, James, please. Don’t make me wait.”

Growling, I slam a third finger in her, fucking her with my hand while my thumb strums against her clit. Even as I stretch her for me, I hold back. I don’t want her coming just yet. No, when she climaxes, I want it to be on my cock.

Her wetness drips down my knuckles and she digs her teeth into my neck. It’s a quick, spontaneous bite. I can tell by the way she reels back that she even surprised herself doing it.

She’s so playful this morning, so different from the elegant, buttoned-up woman I’ve known. She’s letting herself come undone for me, and it’s so exhilarating, I doubt I’m going to last long.

“Feel what you do to me.” I press my hips forward so she can feel exactly how hard I am through my trousers. “I've been like this since I saw you walk into the kitchen. That little robe barely covers your ass, and all I could think about was bending you over this counter.”

I guide her hands from my shoulders down to my belt.

“Take me out, wife.”

Maura’s hands shake as she undoes my belt buckle and my trousers. She reaches into my pants, pulling out my throbbing cock. I groan at the feeling of her slender hand wrapped around me. Pre-cum glistens at the tip, and when she swipes her thumb over it, it’s all I can do to stop from coming right then.

Fuck, she’s not the only one who’s impatient.

My hands span her waist, thumbs nearly touching. “You're so fucking small,” I mutters, almost to myself. “I could break you.”

She wraps her legs around me, pulling me closer. “Try.”

Something snaps in my resolve, all sense of control giving way to something feral.

She squeezes my cock for emphasis, and I’m done playing.

I angle the tip at her entrance and push my head inside. Maura throws her head back at the intrusion, her hair an auburn curtain. I enter her in short, quick strokes, making space for myself. When I’m halfway inside, I pause.

“This is as far as I'm going today.” I hold myself still inside her, even though every instinct screams at me to thrust deeper. If I’m too rough, she’ll be ruined for the rest of her ovulation schedule and I need to live in this pussy for the next four days.

She raises her eyes, frowning. “Are you sure? Does it feel good enough like that?”

“Good enough?” I laugh roughly. “Maura, you could give me an inch of this perfect pussy and I'd be grateful. You feel like fucking paradise.”

Her inner walls flutter around me at the praise, and I have to clench my jaw to keep from losing it.

I chuckle and she leans her forehead against mine. We both look down, watching as my cock glides inside her.

The visual is obscene—my thick length disappearing into her tight heat, her slick arousal coating me. I've never watched myself fuck someone before. With her, I can't look away.

“Do you see how well you take me?” I murmur. “Look at us, wife. Look how perfect we fit.”

“James—” Her voice breaks on my name.

“I know. I feel it too.”

We both glance up at the same time, our eyes meeting in an intense, heated gaze. I capture her mouth with mine and our tongues move in rhythm with my thrusts. Maura rocks her hips against my hand, building the pressure against her clit. The legs wrapped around my waist pull me in tighter.

“I-I’m close,” she breathes.

Thank fuck, because I can barely hold myself back another minute. I strum her clit one more time and she cries out as her inner walls milk my cock. I groan as I come, pumping spurts of my seed inside her. God, I love knowing that she’ll be full of me for the rest of the day. I know I’ll be thinking about that all through my meetings.

“Don't wash me away,” I tell her on a whim, my voice rougher than intended. “I want you to feel me for the rest of the day.”

Her eyes darken. “Is that an order?”

“It's a request.” I press a kiss to her forehead. “From a husband who likes knowing his new wife is walking around with his cum inside her.”

The blush that spreads across her cheeks is deeply satisfying.

My cock softens, and I quickly pull out and clean myself up. Maura doesn’t move, still sitting on the counter with a shy smile on her full lips.

She looks up at me with hazy eyes. She looks gorgeous like this, sex-addled and messy. Speaking of…

“Don’t worry about the mess,” I tell her. “The cleaners will be along soon.”

She laughs weakly, lying back on the counter as I stride over to the elevator and out into the real world.
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JAMES


“Well, there’s good news and bad news,” Sharmi says as she projects her laptop display onto the conference room projector. Clips of headlines from various news outlets flash onto the screen. I cringe, seeing my personal life projected onto a screen.

At least it’s a small screen. Since I’m meeting only with a few members of my inner circle, we’re able to use one of the smallest conference rooms. Apart from Sharmi, as head of PR, and Jack, my personal lawyer, I also invited Roger Lin, one of the most powerful members of Sequel’s board, and the only one I respect on a personal level. Other than my friends, these three are the only ones I trust to keep all sensitive information about my contract marriage under wraps.

“The good news is that the vast majority of the media coverage of your wedding has been positive,” Sharmi says. “This typifies a lot of the feedback I’m seeing.”

She presses a button and shows a screenshot of a comment reading, They only had a couple of people there and it wasn't too big or fancy. That's how you know it's real. They did it for themselves.

“Your small ceremony added a sheen of authenticity to the marriage, which the public has responded to. There’s also been a lot of positive commentary about you donating the money from the photos to the Walsh Foundation,” she adds.

I grunt. The positive public comments are all well and good, but we all know that we're here to discuss the bad news, not the good news. “And the article in Toronto Tea?”

“Taken down. They folded after our lawyers got to them,” Sharmi says.

I cross my arms. “We need to figure out who Peppermint is and how they’re getting this information.”

“Not just to prevent other leaks,” Jack points out. “The contract you and Victor signed demands a heavy fee for whichever side leaked the information. Even if it was accidental, if it came from someone at Sequel, Victor could demand the money. It would make things messy—legally and personally.”

My mouth tightens into a scowl. He’s right. The money doesn’t concern me, but I doubt Maura would be happy if I countersued her father. No matter how strained their relationship, they have decades of shared experience. She’s known me for less than a month.

“Can’t you talk to Nate Walsh?” Roger suggests. “His security company has to have the names for the top PIs in the city. We can send a fleet of them after Peppermint.”

I make a note on my laptop. “Yes. I’ll contact him.”

“You’re not the only one Peppermint slandered,” Jack says. “I’ll talk to the lawyers I know who specialize in libel. There might be other victims out there with Peppermint in their crosshairs. I’ll see if there’s a suit we can jump on.”

“Good. Meanwhile, talk to every media source you have,” I tell Sharmi. “Find out if there are any rumors circulating about Peppermint or any other writers at the Toronto Tea.”

“I’ll pull every string,” she assures me. “For now, though, our team has also been able to wipe any screenshots of the article off the major messaging boards. The only people who are talking about it have to quote it from memory, and there are inconsistencies.”

“What are they saying?” Jack asks.

Sharmi’s eyes dart over to me. For the first time, I see a flash of concern on her face. “There's a lot of concern about Maura’s well-being. People are afraid that she's been forced into something that she wasn't able to consent to. They believe that you manipulated her.”

She says it quickly, like she wants to get it out before it can upset me. I quickly assure her, “The public already thinks I'm a villain. It can't get that much worse.”

“It can if they call for a boycott,” Jack points out. “The board won’t like that.”

“What’s the board saying?” I ask Roger.

“Most of them haven’t even heard about the article,” he says with a shrug. “They don’t spend too much time trafficking in online gossip. The ones who have heard about the contract aren’t bothered. The way they see it, you did what you had to do to make the deal with Pages happen. That makes their pocketbooks thicker, so they’re happier.”

“What are they saying about the child-bearing part of the contract?” Sharmi asks.

“Honestly? They don’t find it all that strange. Lots of our board members are worried about their own legacies. They think James and Victor came to a practical arrangement about their heirs. I even heard one board member say she wished she had locked down James for her own daughter.”

Roger and Sharmi laugh, but Jack frowns.

“It's not just the board or the public that matters,” Jack says. “Have you thought about how this all looks to Maura?”

I frown. “Maura signed the contract. She assured me she wanted it.”

“Still, it can’t be easy for her to be under so much scrutiny. Don't you think it'll bother your wife to hear people talking about her like this?”

“I’ll talk to her.” I suspect Maura will avoid reading anything the tabloids have to say about our marriage. Still, I should make sure it hasn’t rattled her.

Jack sighs. “I just can’t stop thinking about your parents, James. When they came up with the idea for Sequel, they wanted it to have a heart and soul. It wasn’t about profit for them. Do you really think they’d approve of all this?”

Cold resentment slithers into my chest. It’s so easy for Jack to drag up the ghosts of my parents, threatening me with their imaginary disapproval. Words bubble up in response—bitter, hateful words I don’t want to let escape my mouth. My parents didn’t have to actually build the business. They didn’t have to answer to a board demanding profits. They had no idea of the compromises they’d have to make to grow Sequel into what it is.

My mother’s face flashes into my mind, sweet, smiling, loving. The corners of her lips turn down when she hears that I agreed to marry a near-stranger just to grow the company.

I shake my head, forcing the image away. There’s no way to know what Mom would have thought about my choices.

“Maura consented to the contract,” I tell Jack coolly. “So did I. That’s all there is to say.”

He tilts his head in silent acknowledgment. I’ve seen Ryan make the exact same expression, whenever we agreed to disagree about something. It’s hard to believe they’re still not talking to each other, that the man urging me to think about what would make my parents happy won’t acknowledge the relationship that makes his own son happy.

Sharmi clears her throat. “So the priority is still on finding Peppermint and preventing further leaks. Once we’ve done that, we can focus on the partnership with Pages.”

“Good.” I push my chair back and stand. “If there’s no other business, let’s call this early. Report to me immediately with any news.”

Nodding to Sharmi and Roger, I stride out of the room before Jack can say anything else.

I have too much to do to let him fill my head with doubts.
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MAURA


Ihaven’t been able to paint all day, and I’m starting to get antsy.

The contractors finally left the penthouse in the early afternoon, giving me five glorious moments alone in my beautiful new studio. It turns out, they were doing more than installing more storage space. They also widened the doorway, replacing the plain wood with double doors, finished in frosted glass. It gives me even more light in the studio while still giving me privacy.

Looking at the open, beautiful space, all I wanted to do was put up a canvas and start mixing up my paint. The only problem was that I didn’t have any supplies to paint with.

I was just about to run down to an art store and grab some acrylics when the movers arrived, along with my boxes. My many, many boxes.

I failed to mention to James that when it comes to art supplies, I’m a bit of a hoarder. I’ve got hundreds of brushes in different sizes and textures. My paint collection is even bigger, a wide variety of hues in both acrylic and oil paints. Then, there are the minerals.

If I weren’t a painter, I’d probably be a geologist. Nothing gets me excited like holding a rock in my hand, feeling the weight of it and watching how the light falls on it. Nothing makes my heart race like taking a hammer or a chisel to that rock, seeing how brittle or strong it is, watching how it falls apart and transforms. Transforming them into something new gives me a sense of control and creativity that’s intoxicating.

Which means I’ve acquired a lot of minerals, waiting to be turned into art.

Watching the movers lug my heavy boxes full of literal rocks, I couldn’t stop cringing in sympathy for their poor backs. Maybe I should have sorted through them and done some decluttering. Soon, the movers ran out of space to put the boxes in my studio, and the boxes started spilling out into the hallway.

Already, my promise to keep my mess inside the studio has been broken. Whoops. Hopefully, James won’t hold it against me. Hell, he might not even see the mess. It's not like he spends a lot of time hanging around the apartment.

My husband seems to operate in a time zone all his own, taking meetings at all times of the day. According to his schedule, he slept last night between 1 a.m. and 5 a.m. I’m not even sure if he came back to the apartment, or if he just crashed on the couch in his office. All I know is that when I woke up and peered in his bedroom, his bed was just as perfectly made as it was the night before.

I'm in the kitchen, making myself an overly complicated sandwich to fill the time, when the head mover joins me, wiping a rag across his sweaty forehead. Sweat from lugging my rocks around.

“Can I get you a glass of water or anything?” I ask guiltily.

“My guys and I are fine,” he reassures me. “And for the record, your husband’s a good tipper. Congratulations on your wedding.”

“Thanks.”

The movers trundle out, while I awkwardly wave at them from the kitchen counter, where I eat my sandwich standing up.

Finally, I'm alone in the apartment with my boxes and a plate full of crumbs. I’m still dying to paint, but there’s the tiny problem of the huge pile of boxes filling my studio.

I bite my lip, thinking. I should unpack first, but I’ve been dying to get to work all day, and I don’t want to wait any longer. So what’s the big deal if I bring some rocks and a hammer into the kitchen? It’s not like James will be home, anyway. His schedule has him coming back at twenty minutes till midnight, for our purple-coded baby-making session.

I’ll just open the first box I see, I decide. If it has inspiring paint or stones, I’ll let myself work in the kitchen. If it's full of junk, that's the universe telling me to honor my half of the agreement.

When I rip up the box, I'm greeted by a dim rainbow. My face splits into a grin. After talking to a local jewelry maker, he agreed to sell me any flawed opals his suppliers sent him, anything with cracks or imperfections. Since I’m smashing them to dust anyway, it doesn’t matter to me. Their opalescent shine can be useful mixed into any number of my paints.

Thanks, universe.

Right now, I’m somewhat limited by the kinds of stone I can use. I don’t have the industrial equipment to crush or grind harder rocks, mostly because I have nowhere to put it. Most large crushers are meant for construction sites, not breaking down individual stones for paint pigment. Maybe one day I’ll be able to upgrade my setup, but for now, I make do with manual tools, even if they’re hell on my muscles.

It takes me some digging to find the box with my favorite crushing tools. I’ve got a set of variously sized hammers and a concrete slab to protect the floor. I’m not strong enough to lug it upstairs to my studio, but luckily, the balcony has a cement base.

I wrap myself in my wool coat and scatter the opals over a thick plastic sheet on the balcony. Pulling on my safety goggles, I raise my hammer and start crushing.

I quickly disappear into the flow. Colors and images move through my brain. It's like this sometimes, when I don't have a firm idea. My mind just throws some ideas out there, like twisting a Kaleidoscope, each flicker of stone suggesting an idea how I might use the rocks in front of me. I focus on the movement of my hands and let my brain work. When it forms a picture I know I have to paint, that's when I'll pause to make sure I remember it.

Sooner than I’d like, the spring chill turns my already-sore hands red and stiff. I retreat back to the kitchen with my half-crushed opals gathered in the plastic sheet. Once my hands are warm enough, I’ll transfer the dust so I can use my mortar and pestle to break it down to even smaller pieces.

I make myself a cup of tea while I contemplate how to use the opal. I’ve mixed it with violet before to paint a shimmery twilight night, but I don’t want to repeat the same combination. I have an ultra-black paint I’ve been eager to try. Maybe I’ll mix a little when I’m done, just to see how it turns out.

When I pour the opal bits into the mortar, a bit spills over the edge, scattering like shimmering tears on the kitchen floor. I like the effect—maybe I’ll make some super-concentrated paint, trying to flatten the appearance of the opals.

I’m grinding the pestle down when the elevator doors open. I freeze. James isn't supposed to be back. I was supposed to have hours, hours to clean up the mess I'm currently making. Shit.

He's going to yell at me. It's what Victor would do. If I violate an agreement with him, it could mean half an hour of screaming—if I'm lucky. I'd rather face screaming than days of quiet, poisonous resentments and guilt. My father is an auteur when it comes to the silent treatment.

James strolls in, still wearing a full suit, pristine even after a full day of work. Meanwhile, I’m kneeling on the floor, covered in opal dust with my hair piled in a messy bun, wearing my favorite massive, paint-covered jumper.

My husband cocks his head. His expression is more curious than angry. “You're not in your studio.”

I shrug. “I got impatient?” I say weakly.

He shakes his head. “I suppose this is what I signed up for, marrying an artist.”

No yelling. Weird. “Sorry. I planned on cleaning up before you got home. You're early, according to your schedule.”

“I still have work today. I have reports to review before our session later.”

I sit back on my heels. “We have got to come up with a better word for our baby-making times than ‘session.’”

“Why?”

“Because it’s the least sexy word possible. It doesn’t exactly put me in the mood, thinking about a ‘session.’”

His lips quirk up at the side in a tiny, crooked smile. “What would you suggest instead? Meeting?”

I wrinkle my nose. “Absolutely not. Rendez-vous?”

“It makes me feel too pretentious speaking French. How about ‘date?’”

“I thought the whole point of marriage was that you got to stop dating.”

“That’s when ‘date’ refers to awkward conversation over burned coffee,” James says. “Our ‘dates’ involve a much more…rewarding activity.”

His eyes darken and dip to my lips. My tongue slips out to moisten them, and he follows the motion.

“If I didn’t have a call in ten minutes, I’d push our date up to right now,” he says, his voice dark and gravelly.

A shiver runs through my body. “We could get a lot done in ten minutes.”

He shakes his head. “I wouldn’t have time to get you ready for what I want to do to you.”

Heat floods to my lower belly as I take in the implication of his words. I remember how carefully he had to stretch me to get me take all of his cock—and how intense it felt when I had all of him inside me.

Then James’s eyes flit back to the opal pieces littering the floor. He might have been polite about the mess, but that doesn’t mean he’s happy about it. Especially with how little time it took me to break my promise to keep my mess in the studio.

“I promise, I’ll get all this cleaned up while you’re busy,” I tell him.

“Don’t bother. The staff can take care of it.”

“Oh, I couldn’t let them do that.” I shake my head. “It’s my mess.”

James raises his brows. “I pay them to clean both our messes, you know.”

“Yeah, but it would probably make Helga roll over in her grave.”

“Who?”

“Helga was our housekeeper when I was growing up. She’s probably the person I spent the most time with as a kid, which means she saw a bunch of my art project messes. Finger paint on the refrigerator, watercolors on my bedroom walls, half-finished paper mache dripping all over the bathroom floor—she saw it all.”

James chuckles. “So you were always creative—and always messy.”

“Yup. Anyway, when I turned seven, Helga decided enough was enough. If I made a mess, it would be my job to clean it. She handed me a sponge and a mop and told me to get to work. So if I left rocks all over your kitchen, I’d probably wake up to her hovering over my bed, glaring Germanly at me.”

His brows raise. “You believe in ghosts?”

“Not most ghosts. But if anyone could cross that mortal coil, it would be Helga.” I smile, remembering her narrowed eyes and fiery red hair, which she swore wasn’t dyed, despite its vibrance well into her seventies. “She had a way of making reality reflect her own desires.”

“My parents never made me clean,” James says thoughtfully. “They were strict about homework, but they figured that if they could afford to pay someone else well to take care of the house, they could spend the time with their family, instead.”

“That must have been nice.” I sigh. “Family time wasn’t exactly a priority for my father.”

James’s jaw clenches, just for a moment. “And that’s not what you want for your baby?”

“No. I want something more like what you had. That’s what I plan to give it.”

James’s mouth opens, but his phone rings before he can answer. “I’ll see you later, at our date,” he murmurs, before he picks up his call and strides away.
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MAURA


“Tell me I heard you wrong,” Pippa says, clutching at her heart. “Say you didn’t order what I think you just ordered.”

I raise my brows. “I said, ‘I’ll take a decaf coffee.’”

“Wow. Someone call the circus, because we’ve got to get Maura the Decaf Drinker in between the fire swallowers and the acrobats.”

“I came here for a casual hang, not to get roasted for my coffee order,” I grumble. I made sure to sleep in late today, so I’d have plenty of energy for my catch-up with the girls. Chronic illness or not, there’s no way I was missing this afternoon’s meeting—even though I’m being widely mocked.

“I’m sorry, I just didn’t know people actually ordered decaf unless it was late at night.” Cat sounds almost awestruck.

Brinley shakes her head as she loads up decaf grounds into the Copper Cup’s espresso machine. “Maura always drinks decaf. It’s the weirdest thing about her.”

“It is not,” I insist. “Plenty of people avoid caffeine. It’s perfectly normal.”

“Name one person besides you who’s a total caffeine teetotaler,” Pippa demands.

“James.”

At the sound of my husband’s name, quiet falls over the café counter, and the other girls exchange glances. “Well, I guess you have that in common, at least,” Cat says. “How’s everything else with him?”

“It’s fine.” Brinley slides my americano over to me, and I inhale its rich scent. “I don’t see him all that much. He works insane hours.”

“But when he’s there, you get along?”

I shrug. “We get along fine. He’s nice and quiet. Polite.”

“That’s it?” Pippa presses.

“I mean, so far. We’ve only been married for a week.”

Brinley, Cat, and Pippa all exchange glances again. These silent communications have got to stop. “Whatever you want to say, just say it. I don’t like watching you mentally talk about me like I’m not here.”

Cat’s face turns pink. “Sorry, Maura. I think we’re just not sure how much we’re allowed to say, you know? Because we want to be supportive⁠—”

“But we’re also too opinionated for our own good,” Brinley says, interrupting. “At least, I am.”

“Go ahead, then.” I wave my hand. “Say what you’re thinking, even if you think I’ll hate it. I’d rather talk about it than have it hanging over my head.”

“You sound more like a grade school teacher describing a student than a wife describing her husband,” Brinley says. “Quiet and polite? That's not exactly passionate.”

“James also keeps his desk clean, and he's a pleasure to have in class,” I joke, making Cat giggle. “Gold star for James. He shares his crayons.”

“Does he, though?” Pippa raises an eyebrow. “He seems like the type to color-code his crayons and get mad if anyone uses them wrong.”

I snort. “Okay, that's actually accurate.”

“You’re getting along, though? You have stuff to talk about?” Pippa asks.

I take a long sip of coffee, thinking about the question. James isn’t chatty, but there’s also very little awkward silence between us. He let me tease him about his color-coded schedules, and he gently mocked my paint-stained sweater in return. We didn’t spend a lot of time discovering our personal compatibility before marriage, but it seems to be there. At least, I see potential.

“We have plenty to talk about,” I admit. “We’re very different people, but I like him.”

“So does that mean you like him, like him?” Pippa says.

I glance around us to double check that nobody’s in earshot. “I don’t know if I’d say I like him, like him. I think I just like him for now.”

“So the wedding night didn’t go so well?” Cat asks.

Heat rushes to my face, and I duck my head in a pathetic attempt to hide my reaction. “I didn’t say that.”

“So it went…well.”

“Very well.”

“By which you mean…” Pippa prods.

My blush deepens. “I don’t want to give you TMI or anything.”

“No such thing,” she says. “I want all the tea. However much I you think I want, it’s more.”

“Pippa’s a journalist,” Cat says. “She wants the story. And I know I come off innocent, but it’s hard to shock me. You can share as much detail as you’re comfortable with.”

For a second, I imagine how their faces would look if I told them about James’s massive cock, and how hard he worked to help me take it. I can just see Cat’s eyes going wide and Pippa’s mouth falling open, and the idea of saying something that would manage to shock them appeals to me.

James deserves my discretion, though. I decide on sharing something in the middle.

“I’ve never come with another person before,” I whisper. “At least, I hadn’t before I got married.”

A smile spreads across Cat’s face. “Well, good for you guys!”

“And it happened more than once?” Pippa asks.

I nod, and they both squeal.

“Cheers to that!” Pippa says, thrusting her latte into the air. I toast her and Cat with my decaf coffee, giggling. Brinley doesn’t raise her glass.

“Sorry, Brinley, is it too much sex talk?” Cat asks.

“Doesn’t it feel a little weird, talking about this like it’s a normal marriage?” Brinley says in a low voice.

The mood shifts instantly. Cat and Pippa place their cups gently on the counter, like they might make Brinley combust if they move too quickly.

“Excuse me?” I say, letting ice drip from each word.

“Of course I’m glad he made it good for you,” Brinley says quickly. “It’s just—doesn’t it feel forced or rushed for you? Like, you barely knew him, and now you’re sharing a bed?”

“I have my own bedroom and my own space, thanks. Besides, it’s not like he’s some random one-night stand! He might not be my best friend, but he’s not a stranger.”

“Yeah, well, as your friend, the whole contracted child thing still freaks me out,” Brinley says.

“I want a baby, Brinley. That’s the only reason I agreed to this, so I could be a mother.”

“It’s not the baby. It’s the sex.”

“Kind of an essential step to the baby,” Pippa points out before Cat elbows her in the side.

“Look, I have to ask. I promise, this will be the only time I say anything.” Brinley leans forward, her brown eyes penetrating mine. “Does the contract require you to have sex with him? Like, let’s say you’re ovulating, but you’re not in the mood. Or maybe he wants to, but you’re tired. Do you have any rights, or can he make you?”

I blink. That’s what she’s worried about? The edge on my anger softens slightly—but only slightly.

“James would never force me to do anything.” There’s no doubt in my mind when I say it. James has never made me feel unsafe, has never so much as prodded at my boundaries. Through a week of sleeping with me, he didn’t say a word about me keeping my shirt on.

Brinley sighs. “That’s a lot of trust you’re putting in him.”

“He’s earned it!”

“By doing what?” she asks insistently. “What has he managed to do in the past month to earn your unquestioning trust?”

“He kept his word,” I say simply. “He promised me a studio, he built me one. He said he’d take care of that awful Toronto Tea article, and he did. Our relationship is new, but he hasn’t let me down yet, and I’ve got no reason not to trust him.”

“Except for the fact that he signed this whole chauvinistic contract!” she blurts. “The one your dad came up with, because he wouldn’t give his company to a woman. I can’t believe that doesn’t make you question him!”

I force myself to unclench my jaw. It seems like no matter what I say, Brinley just finds a problem with it. Well, I’m officially tired of explaining that I married James because I wanted to.

“I don’t have to justify this to you!” I snap. “Maybe I trust him for the same reasons I trusted you after the first day I met you. Maybe because I have good instincts, and I’ve seen enough people who don’t give a shit about what I want that I can recognize when somebody actually does.”

Brinley’s lips part, but she doesn’t say anything. Cat and Pippa just stare at me like they’re mildly shellshocked, and I realize that I haven’t been exactly quiet. I just yelled a defense of my contract husband in the middle of the Copper Cup, at two in the afternoon on a Saturday.

“I’m sorry,” Brinley murmurs. “I was way too harsh. I had an argument with someone this morning, and I was in a bad mood and I took it out on you. I shouldn’t have pushed.”

“No,” I say stiffly. “You shouldn’t have.”

“I’m just worried that I’m the only person looking out for you here, because I know your dad isn’t. You’ve been put in a legally vulnerable position, one that could put you in danger if James had ill intentions. Maybe you trust him, but I don’t, not yet. I want to get there, I do, it’s just—I want better for you than…than this.”

“Well, I chose this,” I snap. “I chose him. You can either be happy for me, or I can walk out the door and we’ll never have this conversation again.”

“Then I pick being happy for you,” she says. “Unless he does something that hurts you. Then I demand your permission to talk all the shit I want about him.”

“He won’t,” I say firmly.

“I hope you’re right.” She sighs. “Maybe I’m just disillusioned about men in general. It seems like they’re only good for one thing—and I’m not convinced they’re better at that than my vibrator.”

My lips quirk into a smile, and the other girls laugh, breaking the tension.

“It’s nice to give my vibrator a break for a bit,” I say. “Since it was my only partner for way too long.”

“It deserves a good retirement party,” Cat suggests. “Maybe we could throw it one. I can get a card for us all to sign.”

“What do you think it’ll do with its free time now? Take up golf?” Brinley says thoughtfully.

“I wouldn’t get rid of it just yet,” Pippa says. “Husbands and vibrators can play very well together.”

“TMI,” Brinley and I say in unison.

“If you ask me, that was just enough tea,” Cat says. “I told you I wasn’t a prude!”

The conversation quickly devolves into a discussion about vibrators, and how old we were when we were brave enough to buy one for ourselves. Brinley chimes in less than she usually does, seemingly deep in thought. I wonder if she feels guilty about pushing me, or if she’s trying to come up with ways to convince me that she’s right.

If I’m honest with myself, a lot of what she said made sense. The contract could have gone wrong if James wasn’t as respectful or decent as he is, and the lawyers who helped me review it were looking out for my financial security, not my personal safety. I’m lucky, really, that she cares so much about me.

That doesn’t mean I want to defend my marriage every time I see her. And despite her promises, I have a feeling this won’t be the last time she objects to me and James.
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MAURA


Negative.

My eyes burn. When I try to swallow down the tears before they form, my throat goes tight. For the first time, it feels right that I’m surrounded by gray. The slate-gray tile and dove-gray walls of my bathroom perfectly match my mood as I stare down at the pregnancy test.

The first month has gone, and I’ve failed.

I lean back against the counter and close my fingers around the edge, digging my fingertips into the sharp line., trying to ground myself.

I knew that getting pregnant might take time. Even when both parties are perfectly healthy, the odds are only around 25 percent. James and I did everything we could, but there was no magic wand to wave. We’ll try again in a few weeks.

It’s just hard to swallow the bitter unfairness of it all. A few more months of trying would be easier to face if my time wasn’t already limited. The reality that I don’t have years to waste feels sharp.

I drop the test in the trash can. I’ll take another one tomorrow, just to confirm it’s not a false negative, but I’m not hopeful. Better to just face the reality.

Pulling out my phone, I shoot a quick text to my husband.

Maura


Took a test. Negative.




Dots dance quickly across the screen as he types a response.

James


I’m sorry.




I give him a minute to follow it up with another text, but none comes. Raw hurt builds in my chest. As comfort goes, it’s insufficient. Pathetically, miserably insufficient. But what did I expect? I got what I wanted—a husband who doesn’t have feelings for me. That’s the kind of comfort I can expect from an indifferent man.

I force myself to walk into the kitchen for a glass of water, when a tiny thud sounds outside. Then another, and another, and the apartment’s wrap-around windows come alive with pounding rain.

Hugging my oversized shirt around me, I slowly move to the glass balcony doors so I can watch the raindrops ricochet off the wood outside. It’s probably freezing out there, but some part of me longs to open the door and walk out into the storm.

“Screw it,” I mutter.

I yank open the door before I can talk myself out of it. The slanting rain feels like blunted needles against my skin, sharp but harmless. My bare feet turn icy and shriveled, and in moments my shirt and leggings are soaked through and clinging to my skin. The heavy screen of rain makes the city around me fuzzy and distant, like I’m in a snow globe where it’s just me, all alone on this balcony.

Smiling, I turn my face up to the sky and let the freezing water wash away my morbid thoughts. How can I worry about time slipping away when in this moment, I feel so alive?

Victor always scolded me for doing things like this—walking out into storms, dancing to music when nobody else was, lying under a tree in the park until my clothes were covered in grass stains. He never understood how close death has always felt, like a fog surrounding me, lingering and smothering. Sometimes I just need a shock to my system to chase it away.

“Maura! Maura, come inside!”

I blink. Who just penetrated my bubble of solitude?

When I turn around, I see James standing in the doorway, wearing his usual tailored suit and a frown. A laugh bubbles out of me. Of course my rational, controlled husband would come find me out here at my most chaotic.

“Get back inside, Maura!” he yells. “It’s freezing! You’re going to catch your fucking death out here.”

I laugh again, this time more wildly, because I can’t help it. A little cold rain won’t kill me. My heart’s tried to do it for years and failed, so a sudden storm doesn’t stand a chance.

“No!” I yell back impulsively. “You come out here.”

“Maura,” he says again. Under the word: Be reasonable. Be smart. Come inside and be safe.

Well, I don’t want safe—not now.

“Come out here and feel the rain with me, James!”

He looks at me like I’m the most irritating, impossible woman he’s ever met. “Why?”

“Does there have to be a reason?” I yell over the pounding rain. “Do you have to be so goddamn efficient every second of the day? Just do it!”

“No.” His tone brokers no argument.

I cross my arms, annoyed. “Well, I'm not coming back inside until you walk out here with me.”

“That's childish.”

“And yet it's working.” I gesture at the rain streaming around me. “Clock's ticking, James. Your wife is getting hypothermia.”

“Manipulation,” he says flatly. “That's what this is.”

“Is it manipulation if I announce it? I feel like that's just…negotiation.”

He stares at me for a moment, his blue gaze inscrutable. After a long moment, he walks out to join me.

I watch while the water soaks into his hair, turning it even darker. It takes a little longer for the rain to seep into his heavy, expensive wool suit. His fists are clenched, his full mouth rigid and tight while he stares at me, displeasure radiating from him.

It’s barely perceptible at first, the way his shoulders lower by a fraction. Soon, his rigid muscles untense, and he’s slouching as much as his tightly muscled form will let him. He closes his eyes, and I can’t look away from the rain tracking down the sculpted lines of his face and neck. He could be made of marble, except for the small jump of his pulse in his neck. I want to drag my teeth across that spot.

It’s not what we agreed. It’s not scheduled, not color-coded, not thoughtfully placed based on mutual availability.

Pure, reckless impulse makes me grab his face and pull his rain-wet lips against mine. Our lips part on a shared breath. James’s body goes rigid again, this time from surprise. Then he’s kissing me back, his hands sliding into my wet, tangled hair, angling my face up to his. Our bodies shiver under our wet, heavy clothes, but the heat from our open, hungry mouths can’t be contained.

He hauls me up into his arms, one arm under my knees, the other under my back. He forcibly carries me back inside, and I let him, unresisting. Because he makes my body feel more awake than the rain did.

When he sets me down right inside the balcony doors, I don’t let him walk away. Grabbing his suit lapels, I tug off his suit, going right for his belt once his shoulders are freed. Water drips from us onto the expensive marble floor, but James doesn’t seem to give a shit, either. He helps me tear off my jeans, both of us stumbling backward into the apartment like horny teenagers.

We reach the edge of his plush living room rug, and I trip a little over the edge. James falls with me and lands on his knees, my body cradled against his. He lowers me down onto the rug, shoving away an armchair to give us room.

I know the odds are low that I’ll get pregnant outside my fertility window, but they’re not impossible. James must be thinking the same thing, because he doesn’t stop me when I pull his cock out from his trousers and position it at my entrance. He shoves an inch inside me and I shriek at the sudden stretch. We’ve never done this without foreplay, and it stings.

My body seizes, and James goes perfectly, eerily still.

“Fuck,” he mutters. “You weren’t ready. I shouldn't have⁠—”

“No.” I reach up, pushing back a dripping strand of hair that fell over his forehead. “I wanted it. It feels good.”

He shakes his head, and a little furrow forms between his brows. “I want to be careful with you, Maura. You need—you deserve to be handled delicately.”

I cringe. James doesn’t know it, but he accidentally triggered one of the worst parts about being sick—the way people treat you like you’re breakable. Like they have to wrap you up in bubble wrap and keep you away from anything hard. They don’t realize that pain is inevitable, and insulating yourself from the world won’t protect you from it.

Well, screw that. Because I might be getting addicted to the perfect pleasure and pain combo James makes me feel. I don’t want to be handled delicately. I want him—all of him.

“Give me more.”

He closes his eyes and moans, like he’d like nothing better than to give me that.

“More,” I beg. “More. Make it hurt, please, James.”

He shakes his head and rolls off me. My body goes cold, and for a moment I think he’s not going to let me go any further. Instead, he yanks my hips up so I’m straddling him.

“You want this?” he asks, his eyes glittering with want. I nod eagerly, and he strokes my outer thighs in silent approval. “Then show me. Take me like you mean it.”

I take a breath, gazing down at him. He’s messier than I’ve ever seen him, still in his wet clothes, his dark hair askew. His sharp cheekbones look more shadowy and dangerous. He’s beautiful the way a panther is—elegant yet ferocious.

My hand circles around his thick cock, and he winces. I’m not sure if it's because my skin is so cold, or because he's struggling so much to hold back. I position him at my entrance, sliding his throbbing head against the sensitive skin. We groan simultaneously at the sensation, but he doesn’t push. He stares at me, his hands still gently stroking my thighs.

He’s not going to take me—not yet. He’s going to make me prove how much I want it first.

So I do.

I slide down quickly, forcing several inches of his thick cock inside me in one stroke.

“Fuck!” he roars, his eyes squeezing shut. A muscle jumps in his jaw from how hard he’s clenching it. It’s intoxicating, seeing how my body undoes him.

Letting out a breath, I lower down again, taking another inch.

It’s not easy to take him. With his size, it never will be. But my body is starting to get used to how it needs to stretch for him, and right now I’m craving him so fiercely, my desire overrides any concern for my body. My fingers dig into his firm, warm chest muscles as I lower down on top of him until his whole cock is buried deep inside me.

“That’s it,” he hisses through clenched teeth. “Good girl, taking all of me like that. Now ride me until you can’t think about anything except how full you are.”

My movements are slow and small at first, rocking my hips and grinding my clit against his pubic bone. James’s fingers tighten on my thighs. I love the way he digs into my skin hard enough to bruise. He touches me like I’m nothing fragile.

I whimper, and his eyes darken. “Can you take more?”

My head bobs eagerly. “Please.”

He yanks my body up by an inch, and I have to shift my grip on his chest to keep from falling. He pulls me up and down on his cock, abandoning all illusions of me being in control. He uses my body to chase his pleasure.

Blood pounds in my ears and my head falls back. I never imagined James would let himself be like this. I didn't think he was capable of letting go of his self-control, but here he is, using me to take what he wants.

I love it. It's like the storm awakened something in both of us.

“Right there,” I gasp. “God, James, right there.”

He angles his hips, dragging me down on his cock so that he hits that spot again, and my nails dig into his chest hard enough to leave marks.

“You feel that?” He thrusts again, grinding against my clit. “That spot that makes you clench so tight around me?”

“Yes.”

“That's mine now. Every time I fuck you, I'm going to find it. Every time I'm inside you, I'm going to make you feel this.”

“Fuck. It’s so deep. So…good.”

“Now, touch yourself,” he demands through gritted teeth.

I bring two fingers to my clit, gathering the slickness I’m pouring onto his hips and stroking the sensitive bundle of nerves. I’m already so turned on, my hips jolt erratically against my fingers. My muscles tighten with hot, consuming pleasure.

“Come for me, Maura,” James rasps, and my body obeys. Pleasure roars under my skin in all-consuming waves, making my ears ring and my eyes squeeze shut. All I can do is endure it as my orgasm devours me, drawing me under.

As soon as he feels me coming, James comes unleashed. He moves my body like I’m his puppet, pulling my weight up and down his length and fucking me from underneath. He pummels up into me like he can’t stop himself. Like he doesn’t want to stop himself.

Which is perfect, because I don’t want him to stop, either.

Sex has never felt so vital or so destructive. I’m shattering like my rocks, into glistening dust ready to blow away in the wind. I’m going to be bruised, sore, and ruined when we’re finished, and the thought of that turns me on even more.

James growls, and that’s all the warning he gives me before he rolls me on my back. His body is deliciously heavy on mine. His teeth drag against my neck as he mutters in my ear, “Take every fucking drop of me.”

His filthy words undo me. When his cock drags against the perfect spot inside me, I’m coming again, my legs gripping his hips as he fills me in long spurts. I cling to him as his body goes limp over mine, and for a long moment, we lie tangled together, breathless and spent.

After a while, he rolls off me, his broad chest heaving like he’s spent the last half hour sprinting instead of fucking me boneless. I almost laugh because I’m breathing just as hard as he is, and I didn’t do even close to as much work as him. We lie quietly next to each other as we come down, and I’m sure his heart is thudding just as hard as my broken one is.

What we just did feels different. It was wild, hungry, uncontrolled. We might have come into this marriage looking for a convenient partnership, but maybe it could grow into something more. James isn’t my soulmate or anything, but maybe it wouldn’t be too bad to let myself want him physically.

“Well.” James’s voice sounds clipped. “That was unplanned. I doubt it’ll lead to a baby, but at least our natural chemistry might make our relationship look more natural to people and help with optics.”

A shiver runs over my skin, a sudden flash of cold. I’m instantly aware that I’m still wrapped in freezing cold wet clothes, and the warmth of James’s body, which made that bearable, is far away. Technically it’s only a foot or so, but it feels like a mile of rough terrain.

For me, the sex we just had was bone-melting, body-melding perfection. For him, it was just…a task. A chance to do his duty and fulfil the contract. That’s what it should have been for me, too. I chose someone I wouldn’t get too attached to, and who wouldn’t get too attached to me.

So why do I feel like I’m standing alone at the edge of a cliff?

James glances over at me, and I realize that he's waiting for me to say something in response. “Yeah,” I mutter. The only word that comes to mind. What else am I supposed to say? For one short, deluded moment, I thought you might really want me?

He pushes up on his elbows. “We could always schedule more time like this, outside your ovulation cycle, if you think it would up your pregnancy chances.”

I cringe. This is too humiliating to bear. My own husband is offering to schedule some pity fucks for me, since I couldn't manage to get pregnant in the first month. I just can't sit here and listen to this any longer.

“Don’t bother,” I snap. “I won’t disrupt your perfect schedule again. We’ll stick to the calendar. Wouldn’t want to keep you from your precious work.”

His eyes widen in confusion, and he opens his mouth to say something. I don’t want to hear it. Spinning on my heel, I storm upstairs into my bedroom and slam the door behind me. I peel off my wet clothes and toss them in a pile on the floor.

As I turn on the shower, I catch my reflection in the mirror, and my eyes drop automatically to the scar across my chest. The reminder that I’m broken—that I only have so much time before my body gives up on me and shuts down completely.

I wait till the water is scalding hot before I step into the shower. Then, it doesn’t matter whether the wetness on my face comes from my furious tears.
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JAMES


My day is so packed with meetings, I don't make it into the gym until well after noon. I find Nate standing next to a weight rack. He takes out his headphones and nods in greeting.

“How's wedding planning?” I ask.

He winces. “Excruciating. How’s married life?”

I grunt in response. Our other friends would have demanded more information, but Nate's like me. He shares as much as he wants to share.

I'd rather not reflect on my conversation with Maura last night. I didn't mean to react so coldly, but it felt like we both needed to be reminded of the terms of our relationship. Sex is merely procreative. I acted impulsively last night, walking out in the rain with her and laying her down on the floor of the apartment. No matter how good it felt to watch her ride my cock, it put us in danger of blurring the lines of our relationship. Our relationship should be built around clear boundaries and mutual respect, not impulse and short-term desire.

I spoke impulsively, too, with that comment about optics. I was trying to justify our lapse of judgment, and I ended up insulting her. I wish I could forget the hurt that flashed across her face. I should have been more careful with her feelings, especially so soon after her negative pregnancy test.

Several times, I thought about going into her bedroom to apologize. I decided it wasn't worth interrupting her sleep. She'd probably forget about it and move on by morning. It's not like she harbors any emotional attachment for me, either.

I point to Nate's weight rack. “Need a spotter?”

He nods. “Sure.”

For the next hour we work out, first on the weights, then on the treadmills. We don't exchange more than a dozen words the entire time. We don’t need to; I appreciate Nate’s quiet companionship. He knows when words aren't needed.

When we're finished, I consider going up to my apartment for a shower. I could check on Maura and make sure she's doing well. Then again, I'm sure she appreciates having the apartment to herself. I don't want to interrupt her solitude.

Instead, I head back to the Sequel building and use the shower in my private executive bathroom. When the hot water pounds down on my back, I'm reminded of the way the icy rain felt on my face yesterday. I still don't know what made me go outside and join her. Something about the way she looked so happy in the downpour made me wonder if I could ever have the same reaction. If there was something freeing about embracing chaos.

Maybe I'll never understand her wild streak, because I felt more cold than free. Warming up inside with her afterward was much more satisfying. At least when my assistant dropped off my suit at the dry cleaner’s, they said it would be easily cleaned and reshaped.

Stepping out of the shower, I dry off my body and let my thoughts disperse. I dress quickly in one of my spare suits and head back to my office. As I walk to my desk, an unusual name appears on my phone—Jeremy Flynn, the head of my personal accounting firm. Frowning, I pick up.

“Hello?”

“Good afternoon, Mr. Keller. We haven’t spoken since you were married. Congratulations.”

I grunt in acknowledgment, waiting for him to get on with it.

“Your wife is the reason I'm calling actually.”

My brows raise. “What do you mean?”

Jeremy clears his throat. “Your wife has made a number of charges on your AMEX today and I wanted to be sure you were aware of them.”

I rub my temple. I already know this conversation will be a waste of my time. Maura can spend whatever she wants, as far as I’m concerned—it’s not like there’s any limit to my bank account. A fact I explained to Jeremy in detail over a several-hour conversation we had about my finances before my marriage. “My wife has full access to do whatever she wants with my cards. I’m sure you remember that, after our very long discussion.”

“I remember clearly, Mr. Keller. I wouldn’t have said anything, but what I'm seeing is…to be frank, excessive.”

My jaw clenches. I don't like this man, who I speak to at most once a year, to be giving me any information about Maura, as if she doesn't have every right to my money. I have half a mind to tell him to fuck off and mind his own business, but I know he's only doing his job. He’s supposed to protect my assets from everything, including my own judgment. “I'll review the expenses myself, but let me be clear. If I don’t find a problem with them, then I never want to hear you tell me that my wife has spent too much, ever again.”

“Yes, of course. I'm so sorry to bother you, Mr. Keller,” Jeremy says quickly, right before I hang up.

Sitting down in my desk chair, I pull up my American Express app on my phone and scroll through the charges from today. It takes a surprisingly long time to scroll down to the bottom, and I find myself biting back an amused smile. It seems that Maura started shopping early and didn't stop. The first charges come in sporadically between nine and ten. They're all at individual art stores, and none come over $100.

Quickly though, that begins to change.

The next dozen orders are all for various gemstones. They range from $500 to $2000, pricey, but not exorbitant. Far less than most society women would spend on a shopping trip.

My eyebrows only raise when I see that she spent over $200,000 at Pottery Barn Kids. She must have bought out practically the entire store. Another $50,000 was spent at a local children's boutique. It seems my wife went on a variable shopping spree, buying more clothes, toys, and furniture than our child would ever need.

She didn't stop there, either. Once she was finished shopping, she moved on to giving large donations, first to the Walsh foundation, then a succession of city shelters, the SPCA, and various medical research organizations. Frankly, I wouldn’t be surprised if she started a whole new charity called Fuck My Husband, funneling money directly to things I hate, like overcooked steak and slow sidewalk walkers.

I shake my head. I can tell immediately what she's doing. She's angry after what I said last night, and this is, for lack of a better word, a rage-spend. A tantrum designed to provoke a reaction from me.

Apparently, I was wrong, assuming that she'd forget about it. I wounded her pride, and it turns out, she’s just as proud as I am.

Her tactics are childish, but they're also…amusing. She could have maxed out my cards at Dior or Chanel, but as hard as she tried, she couldn't even manage to spend more than a few thousand dollars on art supplies for herself. Instead, she channeled the real money into gifts for our future child and into charity.

There are a few purchases from stores with names I don’t recognize. I search for a few of them, finding specialty rock dealers. It only takes me a few calls to find out exactly what she ordered.

Leaning back in my chair, I dial my wife’s number and put her on speakerphone. After two rings, she picks up and I hear her take a breath.

“James,” she says in greeting. I expected her to snap at me, but instead, her voice is cautious, tentative, like she expects me to tear into her about her purchases.

“I’m curious,” I say lightly. “What’s red beryl?”

A silent beat. “It’s a stone.”

“I gathered that. I just thought there must be something special about it, or you wouldn’t have ordered $50,000 worth of it.”

She scoffs. “That’s Monopoly money to you. Your Sequel stock alone earns that in minutes. You can’t be angry at me for that.”

“Do I sound angry?”

“Now that you mention it, your natural speaking voice does sound a little irritated,” she says, but there’s not much heat in it.

“Good. Then it matches my Resting Annoyed Face, as Ryan calls it.”

I hear a muffled noise that might be Maura stifling a laugh.

“So, tell me,” I say. “What’s so special about red beryl?”

“You really want to know?”

“I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t.”

She pauses. “Some people call it red emerald. It’s brilliantly colored and quite rare. In fact, it’s only found naturally in one place in the world. Somewhere in Utah.”

My mouth quirks up. “I’m surprised it didn’t cost you more, then.”

I can envision her wary expression. Maybe she’s twisting a piece of hair in her fingers, waiting for me to berate her for it.

“I bought small, flawed stones. Not jewelry-quality. It doesn’t matter, since I’m only going to crush them to mix into my paint.” When I don’t answer, she adds, “Maybe I’ll crush a few grams of pure diamonds for my next piece. I can buy those next.”

She’s joking, but I can’t resist. I open my laptop, my fingers moving over the keyboard as I tell her, “You really shouldn’t do that.”

“Why not?”

“You don’t need to buy diamonds.”

“You said your money is my money, remember?” she snaps. “You practically gave me a card and drove me down to the mall, so I don’t recall needing your approval to spend our money on however many diamonds I want.”

“There’s just no need.” I press order and grin. “There’s already a pound of raw diamonds on the way to the penthouse.”

Silence. “You’re kidding.”

“It arrives in two days.”

“But—you can’t—how much?” she sputters.

“More than you’ve spent so far today.”

“Be serious, James.”

“I am.”

“But…but that’s ridiculous,” she sputters. “I don't need that many diamonds. Nobody does, except maybe Elizabeth Taylor's ghost!”

“I can afford it.”

She lets out a long exhale. “They’re not blood diamonds, are they?”

“Ethically mined, sourced from Canada. Only the best for my wife.” I pause. “Should I be investing in a laser system, or an industrial rock crusher? Do you even have a way to crush stones that hard?”

“Stop,” she growls. “Don't buy me anything else. I don't need it.”

“I don't care what you need. I have the money, so you should have everything you want.”

“So you’re going to, what? Buy me a laser that I didn’t ask for just because you feel like it?”

I lean back in my chair, satisfied. “That’s exactly what I plan to do.”

“Enough,” she snaps. “You win.”

She hangs up the phone, leaving me grinning at the blank screen. Apparently, I enjoy frustrating my wife with ludicrously expensive gifts. Ignoring the call on my calendar which was supposed to start five minutes ago, I open a tab and start googling industrial rock crushers.
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MAURA


My hands shake with fury as I hang up. Energy surges through my muscles. I wish I could throw the damn phone. I want to kick things, punch things, break stuff in half. There’s probably a punching bag in the building’s well-equipped gym, put there for exactly this purpose.

All the anger surging through me has to go somewhere, since apparently channeling it into James’s credit cards is pointless. Since I’d probably break my hand trying to throw a punch, I settle for kicking a box in the corner of my studio. Predictably, the box I pick is full of rocks, and it makes my toe throb with pain.

“Goddamn it,” I mutter, limping over to a chair so I can take off my sock and inspect the damage. My foot looks perfectly fine, which just makes me more annoyed, somehow. James’s optics comment had my anger at a low simmer since I woke up this morning. Our last conversation just heated my rage into a boil.

All because I couldn’t provoke him with a credit card spree.

It probably makes me the definition of “poor little rich girl,” but I’ve shopped away my anger since I was a little girl, when my nanny accidentally shared that my father said she could use his credit card to buy me anything I asked for.

I was around eight years old at the time. Victor was on a business trip, and I hadn’t seen him in almost two weeks. Worse, he hadn’t even called me. He texted the nanny a few times, asking if I’d taken my meds and done my homework, which of course I had. I begged her to let me use her phone to call him back, but she was too scared of interrupting him at work.

So instead, I asked her to take me to the toy store. Once we were there, I let loose, asking her for all the most expensive items I could find. Gigantic doll houses. Special edition Barbies. A little pink Jeep I could drive around in. Not toys that would normally interest me, but toys that would send a message.

Call me.

Yell at me.

Notice me.

My plan worked. My father called that night, demanding to know why I had to run up such a bill on his credit card. He never spent enough time around me to understand that most eight-year-olds don't have much impulse control. “What's got into you, Maura?” he screamed.

“I don't know,” I answered, smiling.

My father didn’t yell at me much. That would have necessitated him actually paying attention to me. Sometimes, I'd try to pick fights with him in person when he was home. It never worked. He’d walk out of the room the second I tried to disagree with him, insisting I was “too emotional.” The only way I was ever able to get his attention was with spending sprees. When it was his precious money on the line, suddenly he cared, at least a little, about why I was acting that way.

At the very least, it would get him to be as angry as I was.

Sitting in my studio, rubbing my sore foot, I'm painfully aware that I just tried to use an eight-year-old's tactics against a grown man. I'm still disappointed that I didn't work, though. I was looking forward to seeing how James acts when he’s angry. Ideally, he would yell at me or throw his own tantrum. I expected he was more of the silent treatment type, though. I could still eke out a grim satisfaction from watching him walk around the apartment, pretending he didn't see me.

Instead, I got a bemused phone call and a literal pile of diamonds.

If I were in a normal marriage, my husband buying me diamonds wouldn't make me furious. Then again, I signed away my rights to a normal marriage—literally. Now, I'm stuck with a husband I don't have the first idea how to interact with. When things got too real, he brushed it away with a dismissive remark about optics. As if the only reason he would ever sleep with me would be to fulfill the fucking contract.

He didn't apologize. He didn’t show me he was capable of feeling anything, not regret, lust, or even anger. I don’t even think he’s capable of emotion. Maybe he is a villain, after all.

Slowly, the throbbing in my foot ebbs away. The anger, unfortunately, doesn't. I'm still dying to tear something in half. Crossing my arms tightly over my chest, I try stomping around the studio. It doesn't make me feel any better. It just makes my heart thud even faster and my breath grow shorter as my anger tips into anxiety.

Damn it. Dr. Markovic has warned me about this a thousand times. I can't control my anxiety; it's going to drive me into another heart procedure. I lean back against the wall and take a deep breath as I count to four slowly. I hold it for four, picturing a giant beach ball inflating. Then I slowly let the breath out.

I hate that I let James get me upset. I shouldn’t give a damn what he feels. Hell, I don’t even know why I care. I’m only contracted to care about him for one week a month, when I’m ovulating. The rest of the time, I can pretend he doesn’t exist.

My phone rings, and the screen reads Victor Matthews. I've always saved my father's contact under his full name, even when I was still in my early teens. Even then, saving him under “Dad” implied a closeness I knew would never exist.

I sigh. My father is maybe the least likely person to cheer me up. Unfortunately, he has a bad tendency of calling me again and again until I finally pick up. I don't feel like screening his calls all day, so I give and pick up this one.

“I've been waiting for an update,” he says, the second I pick up.

“Hi, Dad, how are you?” I ask brightly, reminding him how conversations are supposed to happen. He ignores it.

“Are you pregnant yet?”

Of course. I’ve known him long enough not to be disappointed that he cares far more about my womb than my wellbeing. “I took a test yesterday. It was negative.”

My voice wavers slightly on the last word. As much as I wish I could just move on from the disappointment, I haven't…not quite yet.

My father is silent for a moment. “And you're sure it's not a false negative?”

“It's not. I confirmed it this morning.”

“Have you been exercising?”

I blink at the sudden change in subject. “Yes.”

“You’re pushing too hard,” he snaps. “No wonder you didn’t get pregnant this month.

“I wasn’t doing a triathlon. It’s just walking and yoga.” That’s as much physical exertion as my doctors recommend to maintain my heart muscle without pushing it.

“You should be on bedrest during your fertile period. I’ll talk to James about it tonight.”

I roll my eyes. Of course, my father hasn’t done any research about pregnancy guidance from the past century. “I’m supposed to be exercising. It’s good for me, and if I get pregnant, it’s good for the baby, too.”

“What about your diet?” he pushes. “I read you should be eating two cups of walnuts every day to increase your fertility.”

“Where did you read that?” I ask incredulously.

“Have you double checked with Dr. Markovic to make sure none of your medications could interfere with your fertility?”

“Yes, Dad. Of course I did.”

“You’re twenty-six, for god’s sake!” he roars. “There shouldn’t be anything in your way. You’re supposed to do your duty and give me a grandson, goddamn it. Are you even trying?”

“Of course I am.” The words come out weaker than I wish they did. I know, rationally, that there's nothing I could've done differently. Conceiving is mysterious. There are things you can do to raise the odds, but you'll never have total control of their outcome.

But everything Victor is asking me is a question that I already asked myself. Ever since that negative test, I've been interrogating myself about what I could've done differently. Maybe if I'd take different multivitamins, maybe if I had made more appointments, maybe, maybe, maybe.

“You only have a year to get this done,” he snarls. “This is your only job, Maura. Your only purpose. If you can't get it done, you'll be out of a husband.”

I swallow a laugh. Pregnant or not, I might be out of a husband sooner than that, if things keep getting worse between James and me. He doesn't even care enough to be angry at me.

“Shut up, Dad,” I snap. “If you really cared about me, you'd be asking me how I'm feeling, not yelling at me to eat walnuts for some goddamn reason. I'm not your pawn or your broodmare. I'm your daughter, and I don't want to hear from you again until you can talk to me like a father.”

I hang up the phone, and this time, I really do throw it across the room. Let it break. It’s not like anyone will care if I buy a new one, or a thousand new ones. Hell, I could buy the whole goddamn phone manufacturer and James wouldn’t bat an eye.

I’m done bending to what the men in my life want. My marriage contract declares that my child will inherit Pages and Sequel. I know my father thinks that he'll be able to raise my son to be just like him, grooming him into the perfect heartless CEO, but there's nothing in the paperwork that says my father is entitled to any emotional or moral influence on my child. I'm not even obligated to give them time together.

So I won't. I never have to live under Victor's roof again, which means he has no power over me. He won’t raise my son in his image. I won't let him.
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JAMES


The unanswered texts are the first sign of trouble.

James


Building management might come in to change the batteries in the smoke detectors.




Nate mentioned that Cat’s home for the afternoon. She might stop by.




Should I order sushi for dinner tonight?




Normally, Maura responds promptly to texts like these. If she's busy in her studio, there might be a delay of an hour or so. Since she hasn't responded to any all day, not even with a sarcastic remark about my diamond order, I can guess that she hasn't forgiven me for my optics comment yet.

If I'm honest with myself, I wouldn't have even texted her in the first place if it weren’t for the gnawing guilt in my stomach. My reasonable, grounded wife was upset enough about my comments to go on a spending spree designed to make me angry. That wouldn't happen if I hadn't been so careless.

Not only was I cavalier with my words, I was unforgivably stupid with my timing. Two weeks have passed since Maura's fertile window. She would have told me if she was pregnant, which means she must know by now that she's not. Instead of being sensitive to that, I fucked her and I acted like it meant nothing.

Our marriage might be based on a contract, but that doesn't give me the right to ignore her feelings. I have an idea for a gesture that might make it up to her, but I owe her an actual apology.

I'm not surprised to find her in her studio when I get back to the penthouse, but I’m not prepared for the full chaos in the room. Only half the boxes have been unpacked, and the other half have been opened and strewn around the room. Paint cans are open everywhere, with drips scattered across the drop cloths below. Half a dozen half-finished canvases stand propped against the wall, their discordant colors clashing with each other.

Maura stands in the center of it all, her shoulders tight. She grips a paintbrush tight in her hand, black paint dripping from the tip onto the floor. She’s wearing another paint-stained jumper, making me marvel that she has more than one monstrosity like it.

“Maura?” I ask tentatively.

Her head turned sharply to look at me. Her eyes are red, emphasizing the red blotches on her face. She's obviously been crying, but the reaction might be exacerbated by paint fumes.

“No,” she snaps at me. “I'm not in the mood, James.”

I take a step forward. “We should talk.”

“You don't want to hear anything I have to say,” she says darkly.

If I were anyone else, I would walk away. She's obviously in no mood to have a rational conversation, but my apology can’t wait. Any relationship we've built is eroding with every hour from my toxic words.

“There's something I have to tell you,” I say.

“What? Am I not holding up my end of our contract?”

My brow furrows. “What?”

“Save it. I already heard enough from my father. I’m letting you both down. Maybe if I rested or took the right vitamins or ate a fucking pound of walnuts, I’d be pregnant,” she snarls. “Sorry to disappoint you all.”

Shit. The way I acted was bad enough, but whatever insane idea Victor put in her head has driven her beyond reason.

“I’m not disappointed,” I say.

“You’re not, huh?” Her brown eyes flash with hurt. “That’s not why you offered to schedule extra pity fucks to help knock me up? Or was that just for optics?”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“First I’m a headline, then a broodmare on a schedule. One who’s not performing right!” she snarls. “And now that I’m making a scene, now you pretend you care? Fan-freaking-tastic. Tell me again how this isn’t just optics, James.”

I swallow.

She shoves the nearest canvas, and it crashes to the floor. A bowl of dirty rinse water and a can of paint spill, a paintbrush rolling across the drop cloth. Maura whips around, flinging herself at a different canvas on the other wall.

Fuck, she’s going to try and destroy the place. Destroy her paintings, destroy the first nice thing I ever gave her. I’ve got to stop her before she damages something she cares about.

I reach for her, but she ducks out from under my arm. She grabs another painting, a larger one. She picks it up as best she can and swings it against the wall like a sledgehammer. The awkward size means she drops it, and the wooden edge of the stretcher bar breaks off in her hand.

A sudden crack, and her quiet gasp of pain.

A violent streak of red across the palm of her left hand.

My blood turns icy cold.

Maura stares at the blood on her hands like she's not sure how it got there. She sinks to her knees, staring at it as it seeps from the cut, mixing with the black paint staining her hand. She turns it over, and for a second I think she's examining the severity of the wound. Then she tilts her head, like she's getting a piece of art.

Like it's not her fucking hand, slashed open and bleeding all over the goddamn floor.

I'm moving before I even realize it. I stride over, yanking her against me and taking her wrists in my hands so I can pin them against her chest.

“Let go of me!” she demands, trying to yank her hands away.

“Are you okay?” I ask.

“Get the hell off me!” Maura thrashes against my hold, spitting and cursing. I ignore her demand to let her go. She's not in her right mind, and she's going to seriously hurt herself if she doesn't stop moving.

“Stop, Maura,” I say, as calmly as I can with my wife’s blood dripping all over my suit.

“Fuck you!” Her thrashing gets weaker, but she keeps fighting me. I just tighten my grip.

“You're allowed to be angry, at your father and at me. But I won't watch you bleed for it.” My voice is low, and rougher than it should be.

A sob tears out of her. After a few more vain attempts to struggle, the fight slowly drains out of her. She collapses against me, and I let go of her wrists when I feel her turning to face me. Her fists curl in my jacket, and she buries her face in my shirt. She sobs against me. It’s messy, unconstrained, and absolutely fucking warranted.

After what feels like half an hour, her sobs start coming more slowly. She sniffs and lets go of my shirt.

“Oh my god,” she whispers, sounding a little like herself again. “Oh, James, your clothes⁠—”

I glance down at my bloodied suit and shirt. Dark red blood blots the pale gray wool and crisp white cotton. “It’s nothing.”

Maura shakes her head. “We should run them under some cold water, try and get the blood out before it stains.”

“Forget it. This is my dry cleaner’s problem.”

“But —”

If she weren’t still so fragile, I’d groan with frustration. “Maura. You’re bleeding. That’s all that matters, not the goddamn suit. Now let me see your hand.” I turn over her palm and examine the wound. It’s still bleeding, but it’s clotted at the edges. It’ll heal if it’s treated right.

“I'll call my doctor,” I say. “He’ll come clean this and bandage it.”

She shakes her head. “I don't want a doctor.”

My jaw tenses. “Someone needs to make sure you don’t need stitches.”

“I don’t. Seriously, the last thing I want right now is some guy in a white coat hovering over me, lecturing me about wound treatment.”

“Don’t be stubborn when you’re still fucking bleeding,” I hiss. It comes out angrier than I mean it to, but I can’t handle her stubbornness when it comes at her own expense.

“Please, can you just bandage me up yourself?” She blinks up at me, her eyes still swimming with tears. “We can call the doctor if the bleeding doesn't stop.”

“Fine.” I don't like it, but if she lets me clean it and bandage it, at least I can be sure it won't get infected. I can always send a photo to my doctor for a second opinion.

She follows me to my bathroom, where she perches on the counter while I get supplies out of the medicine cabinet. She winces when we run her wound under water and wash it with soap, but she doesn’t say anything. I suspect she thinks if she complains, I’ll call the doctor whether she likes it or not.

She might be right about that.

Fortunately, once I clean the wound, I see that it’s actually smaller and cleaner than I expected. It stops bleeding long enough for me to apply antibiotic ointment. By the time I’m wrapping her hand in a clean bandage, my hands are shaking as much as hers.

“Thank you,” she says when I’m done.

Asking her if she’s alright seems pointless, since the answer is obviously no. Instead, I ask, “No stiffness? No problems moving your fingers?”

“No. It feels fine—I mean, apart from hurting a bit. I can take some Tylenol.”

I bite my lip. It’s on the tip of my tongue to ask her to stay with me tonight, just in case something happens. But it’s not like this is a head wound. If it starts to hurt, she can always just come to my room and get me.

“You’ll tell me if the pain gets worse?” I ask.

She shoots me a crooked smile. “I think you just saw the worst it could possibly get. But I’ll let you know. Good night, James.”

As I watch her walk back to her room, I hope she’s right.

I don’t want to see her in pain like that ever fucking again.
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JAMES


Meetings keep me at the office until almost midnight, but I text Maura three times during the day, asking how her hand is doing. The first two times, her answer is a simple: fine. The third time, she sends me a gif of the armless Monty Python and the Holy Grail knight with the quote, “Tis but a flesh wound.”

Luckily, she’s still awake when I get home, curled up on the couch with a book. I frown, seeing the thick white bandage still on her hand.

“It’s fine,” she says, rolling her eyes before I can even ask.

My frown softens. “I have something for you.”

Maura glances down at the rolled paper in my hands. “Is it a canvas?”

“No.” I bring it to the kitchen counter and unroll it for her. “It's a blueprint.”

Her shoulder lightly brushes against mine as she moves over to my side. “A blueprint of what? Should I be able to tell?”

“Not unless you have a background in architecture that you forgot to mention.” I point to the walls. “This is your studio.”

“What’s this?” Her paint-stained finger lands on a square in the corner.

“Nothing yet. But if you approve, it'll be a dumbwaiter system. It will be capable of carrying large loads of stone up from a new storage area in our parking garage. That way you can process it in the industrial rock crusher. The architect drew up two options for where that might go.”

I flipped the top blueprint over, revealing the two options underneath. Maura sucks in breath. “I thought my studio was finished,” she murmurs.

“I thought it was. It turns out, you needed a way to crush your diamonds, and any other stones you find. We don't have to build it, if you think it'll take up too much space.”

“Shhh.” She nudges my arm. “Don't say silly things like that. Of course I want it. I just can't believe you thought of this. It's…It's amazing, James.”

“Does this mean I'm forgiven for the optics comment?”

She tilts her head, pretending to consider. “You're at about seventy percent forgiveness.”

“What would get me to a hundred?”

“A time machine, ideally. But I'll settle for you never using the word 'optics' in bed again.”

“Done.”

“Also, I want breakfast in bed tomorrow.”

“That seems unrelated to the original offense.”

“I'm a complex woman, James. My forgiveness has layers.”

Satisfaction warms my chest. I might have fucked up with my optics comment, but the damage wasn’t permanent. At least with this gesture, I was able to bring our relationship back to some kind of equilibrium.

“I’m sorry,” I tell her. “I was an insensitive asshole, talking about schedules and optics right after we were intimate. It was thoughtless timing, and you deserve better. I meant to tell you that yesterday in the studio, but…”

“But then I started bleeding all over the place?” she finishes. I can hear the smile in her voice.

“Yes.”

“Thank you. You have no idea how much it means for me to hear that.”

Her smallest finger brushes against my hand, and the silence between us feels heavy and charged.

“Can I ask you something?” Maura says quietly.

“Of course.”

“Why do you work so much? I mean, I understand ambition, but you have more money than you could spend in ten lifetimes. You could retire tomorrow and never worry about anything. But you're in the office at 6:00 a.m. and you don't leave until midnight most days. What are you running from?”

The question hits closer to home than I'd like. I could deflect. I could give her the corporate answer about shareholder obligations and market competition. Instead, for reasons I don't fully understand, I tell her the truth.

“When my parents died, I had just graduated, and suddenly I was completely alone. The only thing that made sense was work. If I was in meetings, I didn't have to think. If I was analyzing numbers, I didn't have to feel.”

Maura is quiet, listening.

“At some point, it stopped being about avoiding grief and became...who I am. I don't know how to stop.” I let out a breath. “I'm not sure I want to.”

“That sounds lonely.”

“It is.” The admission surprises me. I've never said that out loud before.

Her hand moves, covering mine on the counter. Not romantic—just warm.

“You're not technically alone anymore,” she says. “For whatever that's worth.”

I look at her—really look at her—and something shifts in my chest.

“It's worth quite a lot,” I say quietly.

It’s like something between us has shifted. When I fucked Maura on the floor, wet from the rain, our relationship changed. It became something different than what we agreed to on paper. I tried to pretend we could go back to how things were, but it only hurt Maura. I don’t know what we’re doing anymore—what I’m supposed to do.

“I want to know where we stand,” I say before I can stop myself.

Her brow furrows in confusion. “What do you mean, where do we stand?”

“The marriage contract we signed doesn't have to be set in stone. At least, not between the two of us. If one of us wants to change the terms of this relationship, then I think we should discuss it.”

She sighs. “I feel like you're talking in business-speak here, James. Why are you asking me? Really?”

“I'm asking if you want to change the terms of our partnership. If you want…more.”

The word hangs heavy in the air between us. I don’t know what “more” means, or how I could possibly give it to her. I just know that I don’t want to deny my wife anything she asks for.

“Nothing has changed in terms of the arrangement,” Maura says finally. “But I’d like us to be friends at least, for the sake of our child—if we have one.”

My jaw tightens, and then relaxes. I might not have any idea how to be a good husband, but I know how to be a friend. If this is what she wants, I can give it to her.

“Friends,” I say, extending my hand to her.

She slides her fingers between mine. Not a handshake, but something more intimate. She bites her lip and looks down.

“I know we're outside of our scheduled window,” she says. “But if you have time now, I'm free too. There's still a chance they could lead to conception, anyway.”

My lips part, and for the first time in years, I feel heat rise to my cheeks. I have no idea what to say. I assumed that after our argument, she'd be more distant. I never expected…well, any of this.

“Is that even something you want?” I murmur. “I don't want to push you. I can wait a few weeks.”

No matter how uncomfortable that might be.

Her hands tightens around mine. “I’m not that cruel. I know you have needs. I have them too.”

I glance down at her, my eyes landing on her pouty lips. Her tongue sweeps out to wet them, a tempting flash of pink.

Her eyes meet mine, and those lips curl up into a smile. “And since you can’t sleep with anyone else, what kind of friend would I be if I left you hanging?”

Wait, what? “I’m the one who can't sleep with anyone else?”

Her smile turns wicked. “I never agreed to exclusivity. That's your burden to bear.”

Rage washes over me like a typhoon, hard, sudden, and all-consuming. The thought of another man touching my wife makes me want to tear something to shreds. Better, someone.

“Mutual exclusivity was fucking implied,” I snarl. My temper isn’t usually this easy to rouse, but it’s too goddamn easy to picture another man’s fingers twining in Maura’s auburn hair. I know exactly what other men would see in her—a well-coiffed, elegant woman, perfect for defiling.

Fuck, I’ve never been jealous like this over a woman before. Maybe marriage naturally turns men territorial.

“I’m not much of a businesswoman, but isn’t the point of writing a contract making sure that nothing’s implied?” Maura’s caramel-colored eyes twinkle. “If you wanted exclusivity, you should've negotiated harder.

“No,” I growl. “Me and no one else. Not ever.”

Her eyes widen. “Really?”

“I want your word.”

“Yes,” she says. There’s no hesitation, which makes my blood pressure drop instantly. “Only you, James. I promise.”

I slide my hands into her hair and pull her mouth up to mine. She has to stand on her toes to keep from craning her neck, and it’s sexy as hell. I love that as tall as she is, she still has to push herself up to kiss me.

She reaches between us and presses her hand to my cock, which is still only half hard. I didn’t anticipate getting the chance to have her tonight. She pulls away from the kiss and flashes me a wicked smile.

Then she lowers down to her knees and reaches for my belt.

The sight of her on her knees—my elegant, sophisticated wife looking up at me through her lashes—short-circuits something in my brain. All my carefully cultivated control threatens to crumble.

My mouth goes dry.

Christ, is she really about to suck me off? I go from half-flaccid to rock-hard in a second, my cock throbbing at the thought of it. My enthusiasm is…unexpected. It’s not like this is new for me—but it’s new for us. I’ve never felt my wife’s mouth on me.

My balls tighten as she undoes my belt buckle. Her hands tremble slightly when she moves on to my pants button and zipper, almost like she’s nervous. It makes me want to tear off my clothes and shove my cock down her throat until she’s choking on it.

As appealing as that visual is, though, I’d rather let her guide this. I don’t want to rush her, especially if she’s anxious about this. I don’t blame her, considering how long it took me to relax her pussy enough to fit my cock.

She pulls my pants and boxers down, and I kick them behind me. Looking up through hooded eyes, she watches as I shed my jacket, tie, and shirt, too, so I’m completely naked for her.

Her tongue peeks through her lips, and there’s a flash of auburn as she ducks her head and drags her tongue along the bottom of my cock, from the root to the tip.

“Fuck,” I hiss, my hand finding her hair on instinct. “Do that again.”

She does, slower this time, her tongue tracing every ridge and vein like she's memorizing me. When she reaches the tip, she swirls her tongue around the head and I see stars.

“You taste good,” she murmurs, almost to herself.

“Christ, Maura.” My fingers tighten in her hair. “You can't just say things like that.”

“Why not?” She looks up at me, all false innocence. “It's true.”

My eyes slam shut, because it feels too fucking good. If I looked down and watched that pretty tongue lick me, I’d come in seconds. I dig my teeth into my lower lip, concentrating every fiber of my being on not coming. Not yet.

It’s easier to hold back when I know what’s coming. If I see the purple box on my schedule in the morning, I can access my well of self-control.

When my wife gets on her knees for me without warning, suddenly I’m as trigger-ready as a teenager.

Then she wraps her lips around my cock and swallows me down her slender throat, and holy shit, I’m a goner.

The wet heat of her mouth is devastating. She hollows her cheeks and sucks, and my knees nearly buckle.

“That's it,” I groan, cradling the back of her head. “Just like that.”

She moans around me, and the vibration travels straight to my balls.

Pre-cum leaks from my tip onto her soft tongue, and I can feel it when she swallows it down.

“Fuck,” I groan, caressing her neck with the back of my fingers.

Maura’s auburn head bobs as she tries to swallow as much of me as she can. She’s determined and focused, widening her pretty lips and flattening her tongue to accommodate my width. It takes her a few tries to figure out the best way to position her head. It reminds me that she might not be a virgin, but she’s still inexperienced.

It’s probably fucked up how much that turns me on. I love knowing that there was barely anyone before me, that I’m the only man to ever make her come.

She’s mine. Mine to worship, cherish, and fuck senseless.

Maura tightens the hand at my base, swallowing me even further down. Moans and grunts fall from my mouth.

“You don't have to—” I start, but she cuts me off with a look that's pure stubbornness. My wife is trying to take the full width of me down her throat, and she's not going to stop until she succeeds.

God, I love her determination. I love that she wants to conquer me the same way she conquers everything else in her life. But I don’t want her injuring herself for my pleasure.

She pushes herself a little more than she can handle, making her gag on my cock. I wait for her to pull back, but she doesn’t. She swallows, then pushes herself even further. A tear streaks down from one eye as she tries to keep swallowing me, and her determination is so sexy I can’t stand it for a second longer. Roaring, I step back before I hurt her or prematurely spill my load down her throat.

She blinks up at me, her caramel eyes half-lidded, her lips swollen and wet. “Was that okay?”

I pull her to her feet and kiss her hard, tasting myself on her tongue.

“Okay?” I growl against her mouth. “You almost killed me. That was the hottest fucking thing anyone has ever done to me.”

“Really?” She sounds genuinely surprised.

“Really.” I drag my thumb across her lower lip. “And now I'm going to return the favor.”

I smooth back her auburn hair, tucking a stray piece behind her ear. “You were perfect. No, worse, you were too good. I only stopped you because if you kept going, it would have all been over way too fast.”

“Oh.” Her pale skin flushes pink with understanding, and it’s fucking adorable. “I mean, if you want to finish, I can⁠—”

I grab her face and kiss the words off her lips. Her eager tongue meets mine, her mouth opening instantly for me. “One day,” I murmur against her lips, “I want to watch your pretty mouth swallow every drop of me. Right now, though, I need to be inside you.”

Helping her up by her unbandaged hand, I lift her to my chest and yank up her legs to wrap around my waist. She teased me about loving to carry her, but it’s fucking true. It’s something like how I like that she has to stand on her toes to kiss me. It gets me hard, knowing that lots of other men would be too short to pick up a tall woman like her. Carrying her is something only I can do to her.

Ignoring the fact that other tall men exist in the world. Hell, that other tall men exist in this building. No other man gets to touch her like this—she just promised me that.

I carry my wife over to the couch and take a seat so her legs sprawl on either side of me. My hard cock presses against the seam of her leggings, reminding me that I’m naked, and she’s not. I shove the fabric down over her narrow hips. She repositions awkwardly to peel them off, which just means her legs and pussy brush against my length, making me hiss. I wish I could pull off her shirt so I could see her bare body—all of it, not just the parts she chooses.

Guilt washes over me. I’ll honor the boundary she set, the only one she asked for. Even fantasizing about breaking it feels wrong, no matter how beautiful her body is.

Especially after everything she's done for me. What other one would get down on her knees for me when I’m the insensitive ass who owed her an apology?

I pull her unbandage hand to my mouth, kissing each knuckle gently, and the pad of each finger.

“Fuck, you have beautiful hands,” I sigh, and I feel goosebumps rise on her legs.

My lips close around her index finger and I swirl my tongue around the tip, making her sigh and tilt her head back, exposing her elegant neck. I move my mouth there next, kissing along the column of her neck while I palm her small breasts through her T-shirt. Her nipples harden through the fabric, and so I strum the tight buds.

“Tell me no and I won’t ask again,” I whisper against her neck. “If I leave your shirt on, can I suck on these?” I run my thumbs over her nipples again.

“Yes,” she sighs, no hesitation.

“Thank Christ,” I mutter, ducking my head and drawing the peak of her breast into my mouth. I wish I were tasting her skin instead of cotton, but it’s worth it to hear the cries that spill from her mouth. She might keep her breasts covered, but they’re obviously sensitive as hell. I take my time, sucking and dragging my teeth over the fabric until she’s writhing in my lap.

I’ve been trying to distract myself from how my cock feels, pressed up against her wet core. Now, she’s so soaked that it’s getting too hard to ignore. I nip at Maura’s breast one final time before I pull away, slipping my fingers into my mouth to wet them. I drag them down to her slick cunt. She’s able to take two of my fingers immediately, and I strum her clit with my thumb while I fuck her with my hand.

“I want you to ride me, Maura. I want to watch that pretty face turn pink while you bounce up and down on my cock.”

She nods, color already spreading across her face and down her neck. She rises up on her knees to give me room to line up my cock underneath her. We both groan as she sinks onto me, her blissful heat gripping me tight.

I whisper good girl and beautiful and you feel so fucking good as she lowers herself, never stopping stroking her clit. She hesitates just before she takes the final inch. Her slender shoulder muscles strain as she grips my arms.

“Give me a second,” she whispers. “You’re just so deep from this angle.”

“Too much?”

She shakes her head. “No. It’s—God, it’s everything.”

The word sets my blood on fire. It takes every ounce of my self-control not to drive up into her. I focus on watching her reactions as I run my thumb over her clit.

“No other woman could take my cock like you do,” I tell her. “When you ride me, it’s the most beautiful fucking thing to watch.”

Hot, honeyed wetness drips onto the base of my cock, her reaction to my praise. If she likes that, then fuck, I have plenty more to say.

“Your pussy was fucking made for me, Maura.” Her hips glide up and down, her inner muscles squeezing me like a vice. “It’s like I dreamed your body up. You feel like a goddamn dream. Do you have any idea how much I crave this?”

“You do?” Her breathy voice sounds shocked. Does she really not know? How is that possible?

“Fuck, yes. You have no idea what you do to me.” I nuzzle her neck, inhaling her scent. “One look, one sound, and I’m ready to cancel half a continent’s worth of contracts just to get inside you.”

She laughs weakly. “That’s not true.”

I growl. I don’t know if she’s denying it because she feels unworthy, or if because I’ve really done that shitty of a job showing her how sexy she is.

“You think my schedule is just for efficiency?” I hold her chin in my hand, forcing her to look at me. “It’s to keep me from throwing every responsibility away, tying you to my bed, and keeping you there for fucking weeks.”

Maura’s plush lips part in surprise. I pull her tight to me, taking advantage and licking my way inside her mouth. She tastes like spice and sex, just as wet and hot as her perfect cunt.

She rides me while we kiss, her hips rolling over me in long, sensuous strokes. The movement lets me feel every part of her in turn. The soft curve of her ass, the ripple of her stomach, the ridges of her nipples through her shirt. Her thighs grip mine for support. Soft, loose strands of hair fall forward and brush against my face.

I can tell by the way her inner muscles flutter when her orgasm is close. Even though every instinct tells me to press my fingers harder against her clit, or lift my hips to rut against her, I don’t change a goddamn thing. I let her ride me, not varying my rhythm one goddamn bit.

“Let me watch you,” I urge her. “Let me watch you come for me.”

“I’m close, I’m cl—I’m⁠—”

She breaks off as it hits her. I hiss through my teeth at the way her tight pussy milks me, drawing my own orgasm out in a thundering jolt right after. I groan as satisfaction streaks through my veins, making my muscles feel heavy. Through a haze of pleasure, I see a smile ripple across her face.

I wrap my arms around her, holding her while we both come down. From now on, I’m going to do a better job, showing her how much I crave her body. I’m going to treat her like the most important thing I’ve ever invested in.
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MAURA


The red paint sparkles on the canvas. Mixing the ground opal and red beryl in gave the paint a warm, textured look that reminds me of magma bubbling inside a volcano. As I stand to get a look from a different angle, my body whines from soreness. Whoops. I guess staying seated in front of a canvas for hours didn’t exactly make my muscles happy.

I'm stretching when I hear my phone pinging. Absorbed in my work, I haven't checked it for hours. James should be busy all day with work, so I'm guessing it's a text from my father, unwanted, or Brinley, preferred.

Instead, it's an email from the Whitmer Gallery, one of Toronto's most prestigious art galleries. I assume that they're just sending a promotion email for a show. Then I see my name in the subject line.

Suddenly, my heart starts buzzing like a hummingbird. There's no way the Whitmer would be interested in me…would they?

My fingers tremble as I open the email.

Dear Mrs. Keller,

I'm Sydney Meyer, the Senior curator from the Whitmer Gallery. I saw several of your paintings at the Copper Cup, and I wanted to reach out to explore your interest in putting on a solo show at the gallery. We feature a new local artist every April, and based on your work, I think you’d be an excellent candidate. Please reach out if you have any interest.

Yours,

Sydney Meyer

-

“Oh my god,” I breathe. This can’t be real. Major studios don’t just reach out to unknown artists like this. It’s got to be some scam, targeting small local Toronto artists.

Even in my head, that sounds ridiculous.

Quickly, I search Sydney Meyer’s name on my phone. Her photo pops up immediately, an older woman with calm brown eyes. When I click on her bio on the Whitmer’s website, her email matches the one that contacted me.

Okay, maybe this email is a real offer. But I don't believe for a second it's because of my paintings. I've just gotten married to one of the city’s wealthiest and most famous men. Of course, any gallery would want access to him. All they have to do is offer his wife a gallery show, and they'll expect him to spend his billions there. Besides, the publicity is irresistible. The name Keller alone will draw people in, maybe in the hopes that they'll meet James himself.

I can just imagine people, snickering at my paintings, whispering about how my husband funded my vanity project. If I say yes to this, I'll only be embarrassing myself.

Then, bizarrely, a phrase from Peppermint’s article pops into my head.

Her own promising career as an artist.

Maybe I'm not giving myself enough credit. I've been working for years now, and people have bought my paintings off the wall at the Copper Cup. Maybe—maybe—I'm just standing in my own way here.

I screenshot Sydney's email and text it over to the one person I know won’t bullshit me, Brinley.

Maura


Is this real or am I about to be murdered for my art?




Almost immediately, Brinley calls me back. When I pick up, ear-splitting squeals burst from the phone.

“Yessss, Maura!” she screeches. “You did it, you did it, you did it! I’m so happy for you.”

Despite my reservations, Brinley’s excitement makes my mouth curl into a smile. “Thank you, even though I’m still not convinced this isn’t a scam.”

“It’s not,” she says dismissively. “Even I know the Whitmer is the real deal, and so are you. They want local new artists, and you’re the perfect fit.”

Sighing, I lean back against the studio wall. The fresh paint on my canvas glints in the gray spring light. “I don't know, Brinley. They're probably only asking because of the whole media circus around my marriage. I just…I just don't want to embarrass myself by imagining this is real, if they're not even interested in me and my work.”

“Well, I have good news. I know for a fact they're interested in you, Maura Matthews, not Keller.”

“Oh yeah?” I laugh. “How’s that?”

“Because Sydney Keller came into the Copper Cup three months ago, before you even met James. She told me where she worked and she asked if I had contact information for you. I didn't say anything because I didn't wanna get your hopes up, but…”

I let out a long breath. I want it to be true, so badly. “Are you sure you're remembering the dates right?”

Brinley laughs. “Yes, I’m sure. I remember because it was Christmas and we were slammed, and even though it was great news for you, it was personally inconvenient for me.”

“Sorry to annoy you with my career success,” I say, smiling.

“Get over here now,” she orders. “We need to celebrate, and I have a decaf latte and a pain au chocolat with your name on it.”

I bite my lip. It feels too soon to celebrate, when I haven’t even decided if I’m going to accept. But Brinley’s enthusiasm is infectious.

“Okay. I’ll be there soon.”
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When I open the door to the Copper Cup, I’m immediately doused in confetti. Brinley squeezes me into a tight hug.

“Here she is, our little Canadian Frida Kahlo,” she squeals. “I'm so excited. I can't believe I get to say, I knew her when.”

“Where did you even get confetti?” I laugh.

“I mean Trevor cut it out from napkins while you were driving over,” she says, dragging me back to the café counter.

“Where is Trevor, anyway?” I ask.

“Hiding in the storeroom. He did such a good job making the confetti, I decided he deserved a break from customers for the next hour.” She grabs a paper cup with stars and faces already doodled all over it. “Decaf latte, or do you want to go nuts and have a decaf Frappuccino?”

“A decaf latte is perfect, thanks.” Taking a seat, I pull off my coat and drape it over the empty stool next to me. “I still can't believe there's even a possibility that this whole thing is real. I mean, who just offers a solo show to an artist nobody's ever heard of?”

“Someone who knows talent when they see it,” she says. “You're insanely talented, Maura. I knew it from the first painting you showed me. And you know me. I wouldn't say that just to make you feel good. I really believe it.”

I know that's true. She's never held back before, especially in our conversations about my marriage. Brinley cares more about honesty than about protecting people's feelings, and right now, I couldn't be more grateful for that.

“So you think I should say yes to the show?”

“Of course I do.” She finishes making the latte and hands it to me. I take a sip, letting the rich flavor spread across my tongue and gathering the courage to say my most vulnerable thoughts out loud.

“It just scares me to say that I'm an artist. I like my paintings, but it's one thing to show them to my friends. It's another thing to have a solo show, where other people can judge my work. What if it's actually terrible? What if I'm just delusional, and I'm not an artist at all?”

“Imposter syndrome is a bitch,” Brinley says sympathetically. “But trust me, Maura, you’re an artist. I've never seen anyone get so passionate talking about pigments and stones. You have vision, real vision, and the ability to actually put it on canvas so other people can see it, too. That's rare.”

“So stop getting in my own way.” I sigh.

“Pretty much, yeah. Don't worry. If I hear anybody talking shit about your paintings at this show, I'll beat them up for you. Then I'll show them some Picasso paintings and demand that they tell me why they think he's so good, anyway.”

I chuckle. “Maybe because he's a genius who created a new genre of art?”

She waves her hand. “Cubism is overrated if you ask me.”

The door opens, and a few chatting customers walk inside and head toward the café counter.

“Okay,” Brinley says. “I'm going to serve these people, and you're going to reply to that email and say yes, right?”

“I will. I promise.”

Well she gets to work, I open my email and type a response.

Dear Ms. Meyer,

I'm definitely interested. Are you available later today for a phone call to discuss what you're looking for? I have about fifteen paintings which I think would work in a series, but several are quite large, depending on how much space you’d like to give me.

I'm looking forward to hearing from you.

Sincerely,

Maura Keller

-

I press send before I can come up with a reason not to. My fingers tremble as I close them around my latte cup. I feel terrified, and I feel alive.
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JAMES


“That wraps up our subscriber retention strategies for the next quarter,” my vice president of content says. “Let's take a short break, grab some coffee, and we’ll reconvene in ten minutes.”

Quiet chatter fills the conference room as the senior Sequel staff either walks outside to use the restroom or take a call, or sits back to chat with the people next to them. I head back to my office to check my emails. I know my staff won't get to properly relax if the CEO is hanging over their shoulders, and I want the second half of this meeting to be productive.

I take a seat behind my desk, turn off my do not disturb mode, and check my texts. Two messages from Maura pop-up immediately.

Maura


I wanted to let you know, there might be some scheduling changes coming up.




A curator at the Whitmer Gallery asked me to do their solo show for new local artists, and I’ll need time to assemble work and create some new pieces.




A grin spreads across my face. The Whitmer is one of the top galleries in the city. I might not know much about art, but I’ve been dragged to enough fundraisers over the years to know what venues are the most prestigious. The fact that my wife has been invited to show there is incredible.

James


That’s fantastic. Well-deserved.




After a moment, she gives my message a thumbs up, but she doesn't respond. I wonder if I should have been more effusive, but I quickly brush it aside. I'm sure she's busy, preparing everything she'll need for the show. As far as I know, she's never shown her work anywhere larger than the Copper Cup.

There's a rap at my door, and I look up to see my assistant, Taylor. “Excuse me, James. The meeting is about to start up again.”

That's right. I'm scheduled to be in this meeting for another two hours. According to my schedule, Maura shouldn't expect me home until well after dinner. For news this big, though, we should make time to celebrate.

“Have them finish without me,” I tell Taylor. “Take notes and send me a summary by tomorrow morning. I have a few things to wrap up, and then I'm going home for the day.”

His mouth falls open. I suppose shock isn't too surprising. I can count the number of times I've left work early on one hand. Usually, it's because some business emergency has come up that requires me to travel on short notice. As for the last time I canceled for something recreational…I'm not sure that I ever have.

“Of course, sir,” Taylor says, as his mind catches up with his mouth. “Is there anything else you need from me?”

“No.” I pause. “Thank you.”

If anything, Taylor looks more surprised at the thank you. I suppose I don't spend much time giving him positive reinforcement. Maybe that's a habit I should look into.

Once Taylor leaves, I place a call to my head contractor, Paul. He picks up immediately.

“What can I do for you, boss?” he asks.

“I wanted to check in with you on the timeline for installing the rock crusher. Is there any way to speed it up?”

“That might be tough, unless you want us working longer hours. It needs specialists to install, so I can't fix the problem by throwing more bodies at it.”

“Fine. See if you can get the team to work three hours longer at night until it's done. My wife is going to need access to her equipment sooner.” I pause, deciding how much to share. “A gallery just asked her to do a solo show, and I want to make sure she has everything she needs.”

“Her own show, huh?” Paul sounds suitably impressed. “Well, good for her. I'll do everything I can to see if I can shave off two more days.”

I grunt in approval and remind myself to give Paul a bonus when the project is done.

There are a few emails I should probably answer, but I decide they can wait until later tonight. I want to congratulate my wife in person.
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I pick up two decaf Americanos from a coffee shop Maura mentioned once on my way home. Judging by the tone of her texts, I doubt she wants a big celebration of her achievement. Still, I want to acknowledge it somehow, even if it's just something small like a coffee. Maybe if she's up for it, I'll ask Beau to send us up a celebratory meal. He makes a fantastic ribeye, though I’m not sure if Maura likes steak.

One of a thousand things I really should know about my wife. I make a mental note to start a list.

When the elevator doors open to my penthouse, I'm greeted with more color than I'm used to. Maura’s sitting on the couch, her auburn hair glinting in the light, in contrast to her dark blue, oversized cashmere sweater.

The television’s on, but silent. As I get closer, I see it’s playing a video of a volcano erupting in real time, the camera lingering on the lava dripping slowly down the side of the mountain.

“Sorry,” Maura says, her eyes not lifting from her sketchbook. “The video’s for inspiration. I’m working on a painting with a magma element. Sometimes I like to have nature images to help shape my ideas.”

I raised my brows. “And you find natural disasters relaxing?”

“Art isn't supposed to be relaxing. It's supposed to make you feel something. That's why all the corporate art you have here is so terrible.” She looks up at me, horror-stricken. “Oh god, I hope that's not offensive. I'm sorry.”

Chuckling, I hand her the Americano. “I don't care about any of this art. My decorator picked it out. Replace all of it with whatever you want. The next time you're upset with me, I expect you to bid on some Van Goghs.”

A pretty blush spreads across her cheeks. “Thanks. I promise not to be too extravagant.”

“I'd love to hang some of your art, too, if it all doesn't sell out after your Whitmer show.”

“Oh. That.”

I sit down on the couch next to her. “I thought you'd be more excited. I’m thrilled for you. You deserve it, and more.”

She shakes her head. “It's just a small thing. Probably no one will come.”

I frown. “The Whitmer has serious pull, Maura. They wouldn't waste their time on you if they didn't believe in you.”

“Maybe,” she says dismissively, her eyes still on her sketchbook.

“Definitely. A gallery like the Whitmer will assign value to their wall space. They calculate their potential earnings on commission before they commit to display anything. They might display art, but they’re a business first.”

She elbows me gently in the side. “You sound more like a business forecaster than a husband.”

“I'm both. The husband half is very proud of you. The business half wants to know if you've talked to a lawyer and negotiated a commission split with them. You haven't signed a contract yet, have you?”

Fuck, I should have called her earlier to discuss that. If the Whitmer played on Maura's naivete to get her to sign a predatory contract that wouldn't give her a proper share of the earnings, I'll personally make sure that no artist of consequence displays their work there ever again.

Maura giggles. “Stop scowling. If you're not careful, your face will stick like that. Don't worry. I'm Victor Matthews’ daughter, after all. I wouldn't sign anything without a lawyer looking over it. I just had an informal conversation with Sydney today. She won't send a contract over for another two days.”

“You'll send it to me as soon as it arrives,” I tell her and she rolls her eyes.

“So bossy.” Her nose wrinkles adorably. “I'll send it, I promise.”

I went to her sketchbook. “What are you working on?”

She shows me a 3-D sketch of a room, with various paintings on the walls. It's completely unlike the abstract work I recognized from her paintings.

“That's the layout of the Whitmer, at least, it's what I've seen in photos. I'm sketching out some of the ways I might display my paintings. There's at least one more piece I want to finish and display, the one with the red beryl. If the rock crusher is installed in time, though, I'd love to do something new with the diamonds you bought. I just have to figure out the size and how it'll fit with the paintings I already made.”

“I talked with the contractor today,” I assure her. “It should be ready in a week.”

She grins. “Thank you. Really.”

Something warm blooms in my chest. “It's nothing.”

“It's not nothing, but I won't try to argue with you,” she says.

My phone vibrates in my pocket. I pull it out, seeing a new email from Jack about a press release with Pages.

“Go ahead,” Maura says. “I'm sure you have a zillion emails to answer.”

I settle back against the couch. “Zillion is not a real number.”

“Not yet,” she says. “Isn’t Sequel supposed to be an innovator, though? Figure it out.”

I chuckle and turn my attention back to my phone. Apart from Jack’s email, there are a number of calendar invites from my assistants to review.

Maura repositions slightly on the couch, so her thigh brushes against mine in a warm, pleasant pressure. We settle into our work, her sketching as I answer emails, a quiet intimacy blooming between us.
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MAURA


From the outside, the Whitmer Gallery is just as beautiful as the artwork inside. The two-story building was designed by an acolyte of Frank Lloyd Wright, and its clean lines look warm and welcoming in the gray Toronto spring. I should be itching to walk inside, especially since I forgot my gloves this morning, and my fingertips are tingling with cold.

Instead, I'm frozen outside. Staring at that beautifully designed door, completely incapable of reaching for the handle.

My meeting with Sydney Meyer starts in ten minutes. I'm early, like my father always said you should be for business meetings. Early’s going to turn into late real fast if I stay here, my whirling thoughts stopping me from walking inside.

I just feel completely in over my head. I've never had a meeting with a gallery head before, let alone one so influential and important. What if I say the wrong thing? What if the questions I ask her are naive and stupid? What if she figures out immediately that I’m a fraud? I just wish I had someone with me to have my back and give me the confidence that I don't feel myself.

I didn’t have to come here alone, I remind myself. Brinley would have happily showed up as my cheerleader-slash-minion if I asked. At breakfast this morning, James even offered to drive me to the gallery and join me at the meeting.

I raised my brows. “Don’t you have a meeting on your schedule?”

He waved a hand. “It’s just a weekly meeting with my assistant to go over my calendar. I could reschedule it.”

“No, go back, rewind. Are you seriously telling me you scheduled a meeting about your schedule?”

His blue gaze was coolly amused. “Yes.”

“So when was that meeting scheduled? Did you have to schedule a meeting to plan all your scheduling meetings? This is just turning into a real Russian doll situation.”

“I’d be happy to drive you,” James said, sipping his decaf coffee and ignoring me. “Just let me know so I can tell Taylor.”

“Nah. I don’t want to make the poor guy have to find a new color label for when he schedules your chauffeur duties. The rainbow is getting exhausted.”

James shrugged. “Fine. Good luck today, then.”

The truth is, it would have been nice to feel my husband’s quiet confidence right now. But I knew I needed to do this by myself. I want to feel like myself, not just Mrs. Keller. I'm not just some important man's wife. I'm an artist.

I close my eyes and envision the sparkling paints waiting at home for me in my studio. If the coping goes terribly wrong, at least I know I can go home and paint up the feelings.

Taking a deep breath, I open the door.

I've been to the Whitmer before, but I've never seen it like this. The gallery is completely empty. No people, no paintings. I know from stalking their website online that their new exhibit will open in two days. This emptiness is only temporary. Still, it gives me a chance to see the display space as a blank page, ready for me to fill.

The lights are low, lending a warmth to the plain white walls. As I walk past the reception desk, my nose is filled with the scent of plaster and fresh paint. They’re just remnants of cleaning up after the last exhibit, but they remind me of my studio. Slowly, my heartbeat starts to slow.

I stray forward towards the longest wall in the gallery. I press my palm to the wall, feeling the subtle texture from the paintbrush. Closing my eyes, I picture color. I could start with something bold here, a blazing red or a sunny turquoise. A big impression to start off the show with a bang.

Or I could do something huge and more subtle. Maybe a gradient with luminous ivories, grays, and browns, like a weathered cliff. Something that would draw people in and make them stop to look more closely.

“I see you're getting acquainted with our gallery,” a low feminine voice says behind me.

I yelp in surprise, my hand going to my chest as I whirl around. An elegant, gray-haired woman wearing chunky jewelry and all black clothing stands behind me, her manicured hands clasped in front of her. Her high cheekbones and square jaw lend her a stark, harsh beauty.

“Sorry to scare you,” she says, a hint of amusement in her voice. “I'm Sydney, and you must be Maura.”

“Pleased to meet you in person.” My hands stretches forward automatically, my years of etiquette lessons kicking in. “The gallery is beautiful.”

“Yes, I'm rather fond of it.”

“How long have you worked here?”

“A few decades, give or take,” Sydney says. “I'm practically part of the furniture by now. Have you been to a show here before?”

I nod eagerly. “I come whenever I can. I still look at pictures of those driftwood sculptures you had a few years back. They felt so massive. Standing here now, I can’t believe they even fit.”

Sydney smiles, revealing a gap in her front teeth that adds an element of unbalance to her face. It makes her look even more striking, and I wonder whether she hasn’t been a muse as well as a gallerist. “Yes, I remember that exhibit well. Rodney is a master of perspective. I’m not surprised his work spoke to you.”

“Oh?”

“He’s drawn to natural materials, just like you are. Manipulating wild elements into your vision. Have you ever tried bringing wood into your paintings?”

I chuckle. “Only to reinforce my canvases. I'm more interested in stones and minerals.”

“Yes, it was quartz and coal you used on the painting that caught my eye at the Copper Cup. The Thunderstorm, I think you called it?”

“Yes. It’s one of my favorites.” Frankly, I can't believe that's the one she liked. It's one of my smallest paintings, a foot by a foot, and not one of my most colorful. It holds a special place in my heart, because I was able to evoke the feeling of absence and emptiness I envisioned. It’s almost like a little black hole of a painting, rough and ragged.

“Do the majority of your paintings have weather themes, or is that just your current interest?”

“Actually, I've been a little fixated on changes around the earth’s surface recently. Eruptions and magma, extreme heat and pressure, contrasted with the slow changes of erosion. Obviously, there’s a weather component to erosion, so it feels like a natural continuation.”

Sydney’s eyes widen. “Fascinating. Especially since you’re doing a sort of extreme erosion yourself, breaking the minerals down.”

“Exactly. That’s why I like to grind and break the stones myself, so I feel like it’s my hands on the work. I’m about to get some industrial equipment so I can break down some tougher stones, but I’m still mixing all the paint myself. I just want to make sure I put a piece of myself into every painting, you know? So it holds onto my memory in a way.” I shake my head. “I’m sorry, I’m talking too much.”

“No, it’s fascinating.” Sydney fiddles with her pendant necklace, which looks like jade. “I’ll want you to do a few more interviews about it with our PR team so they can promote your show. They’ll email you for your availability next week.”

I blink. “That soon?”

“Our next exhibit ends in three weeks, and we’d like to start yours a few days after. We’d feature mostly existing work, but I hope you’ll have time for a few new pieces.”

I swallow a crazed laugh. Despite all the emails, it hasn’t felt completely real until now. I’m going to have an actual gallery show, at one of the city’s best galleries. This isn’t just some crazy, wonderful dream. It’s happening, really happening.

“I'm supposed to ask you about a commission share,” I blurt out, remembering James’s advice.

Sydney smiles. “Of course. We won't formalize anything until you've signed the contract. I'll email you over our standard agreement for your team to review. I'd like to get it signed in the next two days, so please, send me any notes as soon as possible.”

“I'll do that.” I would probably just accept whatever Sydney offered me, but I know James will have notes. I'll have to order him to go easy on them. He's used to negotiating with business scions, not with galleries.

“I’ll let you get back to your studio, so you can start planning the new pieces,” Sydney says. “We’ll also need you to think of a name for the show, once you’ve decided all the paintings you want to hang. When I send the contract, I’ll make sure the specs for the gallery are attached.”

“Great. I’m really looking forward to this, Sydney.”

She smiles. “I am, too. Please, call or email me if you have any more questions. I’m here to help.”

I believe her. The way she talked about my paintings, it was like I was a peer. Someone on her level. Despite her decades of experience, she respects my art, and that’s worth more to me than Pages and Sequel put together.

My body feels like a helium balloon, floating out of the gallery. Not even the cold, damp air can pull me down. I lean against the front wall of the gallery while I let my emotions settle. Half of me wants to laugh, and the other half’s about to cry.

When my phone buzzes, I pull it out and find an email from Sydney waiting for me.

Dear Maura,

Wonderful meeting you today. The contract is attached for your review.

A thought on the show’s title: Self-Erosion?

Looking forward to seeing your new pieces.

Sydney

I immediately forward the email to James. I’m sure he’ll have comments on the contract, though he probably won’t get to them until later tonight.

I wish I could talk to him about it sooner, though.

Impulsively, I screenshot her email and text it to him, too.

Maura


So…I might be a real artist?




His response comes in under a minute.

James


You were before the email. The market just figured it out.
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James is waiting for me when I get home, which is unusual.

“You're here,” I say, surprised.

“I wanted to hear about the meeting.” He gestures toward the couch. “Tell me everything.”

So, I do. I tell him about Sydney's silver jewelry and intimidating elegance, about the gallery's white walls and the way the light fell through the windows. I tell him about my vision for the show, the paintings I want to create, the stories I want to tell.

He listens without interrupting, his full attention on me. It's unnerving and wonderful at the same time. I’ve never done this. Not really. I’ve tried before—with my father, with my au pairs as a kid. But no one has ever shown such patient interest in my art. In me.

“You're going to be incredible,” he says when I finish, and for some reason, I lock up.

“You don't know that.”

“Yes, I do.” He says it with absolute certainty, like he's stating the answer to a mathematical equation. “I've seen how you work. The way you lose yourself in creation. That kind of passion doesn't produce mediocre results.”

I tuck my feet under me, hugging a couch cushion to my chest.

“What about you?” I ask, the spotlight on me suddenly feeling a little too bright. If he looks too closely, he’ll see all the cracks and flaws I know are there. “When's the last time you were passionate about something that wasn't work?”

He's quiet for a long moment. “I don't remember.”

“That's sad, James.”

“Maybe.” He looks at me, and there's something vulnerable in his expression that I've never seen before. “What makes you happy? Outside of painting.”

I think about it. “Rainy days. The smell of coffee, even though I like it decaf. When a song comes on that I forgot I loved. When someone remembers something small about me.” I glance at him. “Lo mein when I'm stressed.”

His mouth quirks. “I'll keep that in mind.”

“What about you? What used to make you happy, before you forgot how?”

“Poker nights with the guys. Watching old movies. When someone laughs at something I say, even though I'm not trying to be funny.” He pauses. “Watching you paint, when you don't know I'm there.”

My breath catches. “You watch me paint?”

“Sometimes. You're...different when you work. Freer. It's like seeing a version of you that no one else gets to see.”

I don't know what to say to that. The admission feels enormous, like he's handed me something fragile and precious.

“I'll try to be that version more often,” I finally manage.

“Don't.” His voice is soft. “Don't change for me. Just…let me keep watching.”

“Okay.”
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JAMES


When I try to park my car, I’m blocked by a pile of broken concrete. The pile looks perilously close to collapsing on the car in the parking spot next to it, which is also mine. I only have two cars, which is, according to Ryan, an embarrassingly small number for a billionaire to own.

Personally, I think it’s one car too many. I haven’t driven the Porsche in years, since it gets terrible mileage and isn’t very practical to drive around Toronto. That doesn’t mean I want it crushed under a pile of cement. Frowning, I text Paul a picture. The contractor responds almost immediately.

Paul


Sorry, boss. I’ll send someone to clean that up ASAP.




James


I assume this means the dumbwaiter construction is underway.




Paul


The shaft is being dug out now. The infrastructure will be ready by the time the rock crusher arrives.




The final construction will have to wait until Maura has a few weeks to vacate her studio. I know she can’t be disturbed until after her gallery show is finished. Pass on my congratulations.




I swallow my annoyance. It’s worth having a messy parking spot for a contractor who prioritizes the important things. I can park my car in one of Ryan’s spots instead. Annoying him will be a bonus.

As I wait for the elevator to arrive, I find myself tapping my foot impatiently. I was already running behind schedule, thanks to a late meeting. The unexpected parking obstacles have just added on another five minutes. I’m running dangerously close to missing my appointment with my wife.

One I’m anxious not to miss.

All through my meetings this afternoon, my mind kept wandering to Maura, fantasizing about the sweet taste of her pussy and sinking my cock into her heat. No fucking international contracts could compare to that.

When I finally get to the penthouse, I find Maura perched on a stool at my kitchen island. Papers are scattered across the kitchen island, mostly of rooms filled with smaller boxes—more ideas for how to lay out her show. At least she’s wearing an oversized vintage button-up instead of her paint-splattered jumper. Noise-canceling headphones cover her ears, and her auburn hair is pulled into a messy braid pulled over one shoulder. I’m tempted to surprise her with a kiss at the nape of her neck.

But that’s not what our relationship is.

Instead, I tug on one of her headphones. She twitches, then smiles when she looks back and realizes it’s me.

“Hi,” she says, pulling the headphones off altogether. “Sorry, I was in work mode. I wasn’t paying attention.”

“Are you sure it didn’t have something to do with these?” I tap the large headphones on the counter.

“Oh, those usually don’t block out the sound of your massive footsteps,” she teases. “You sound like a giant, stomping into the room.”

“I can’t help it.” I shrug. “I’m a big man.”

“One of the things I like about you.” Her eyes widen after she says that, and I realize she didn’t mean to blurt it out. Well, just because the compliment was accidental doesn’t mean I didn’t like it.

I move a little closer to her, letting her feel the difference in our heights. Her lips part slightly as she looks up at me.

“What time is it?” she asks softly.

“Eleven. My Tokyo call ran late.”

Her brows raise. “That puts you dangerously close to missing our meeting, husband.”

I shrug. “I have time.”

“How much, though? Because I noticed, you only put thirty minutes for today’s purple-colored baby-making slot.” She shoots me a mischievous smile, and I want to kiss it off her face.

“Do you think I’ll need longer than that?” I step forward, grabbing the edge of the counter and caging her in with my hands. She instinctively steps away from me so her back hits the counter, but she grabs my jacket lapels, running her fingers over the fabric.

“I think you might, if you want to make the experience satisfying.” Her eyes flit down to my mouth just as her tongue darts out to wet her own.

“That’s where you’re wrong, wife.” I press a little closer so she can feel the hard rise of my cock against her hip. “I don’t need any warm-up. I’m ready for you now, and I have a feeling you’re already craving me.”

She inhales a shallow breath, her body going loose and pliant against mine. “What makes you think that?”

“You’re so damn responsive.” I drag my lips over her temple, her cheek, down to the pounding pulse at her neck. “I barely have to say a word to have you soaked and wanting.”

The whimper she lets out makes my cock throb. “That’s presumptuous of you, husband,” she says breathily.

“I don’t think it is.” My fingers move to cup her sex through her shorts, and I chuckle when she moans. “Should I check for myself?”

When she doesn’t stop me, I slide the fabric to the side and drag my fingers along her slick sex. I repeat the motion, grinning as she gets wetter under my touch.

“That’s what I thought,” I mutter.

Maura throws herself at me, wrapping her arms around my neck and smashing her mouth to mine. Her tongue meets mine in a heated frenzy, tasting and licking through my mouth like she’s ravenous for me. I grab her pretty little ass and grind her against me just the way I like. I could fuck her, right here on the counter, but that’s not what I want.

I want my wife spread out on my bed, writhing under my goddamn mouth.

Growling, I pull away from the kiss. “Upstairs now. I want you on my bed, no shorts, no panties.”

I go to pour myself a glass of water. Maura just stands there, blinking at me while I open the cabinet.

I raise an eyebrow. “Did you hear me?”

“Are you coming?”

“Eventually.”

A shiver runs through her, and I know she likes the idea of anticipation. Good. So do I.

I take my time drinking my water while my wife scurries upstairs. I don’t plan on making her wait long—a few minutes should be enough to have her desperate and writhing.

Once five minutes have ticked by on my Chopard, I shrug off my suit jacket and yank off my tie, lying them both over a chair. Rolling my sleeves up to my elbows, I stroll slowly up the stairs so Maura can hear each one of my footsteps.

She’s sitting at the edge of my bed, her eyes bright with anticipation. Her shirt covers her torso, but her pale legs gleam in the dimmed lights.

“Beautiful,” I murmur, my eyes moving slowly over her body. “Now get on your hands and knees.”

Her face flushes pink, and I know just how my orders are affecting her. As she moves to follow them, I notice the top button of her shirt has come undone.

It’s the only reason I catch a glimpse of the pale scar grazing the top of her sternum.

The long, precise, obviously surgical scar.

My breath catches, and fully inhaling suddenly feels impossible. Why does my wife have a scar on her chest?

It’s probably nothing—a childhood injury. I know for sure that it’s none of my goddamn business. If Maura wanted me to know about the scar, she would have told me. Fuck, it’s probably the whole reason she wants to wear a shirt during sex in the first place—she’s self-conscious about it.

But I can’t stand not knowing what it is.

What happened to my wife?

“That scar on your chest. Where did you get it?”

Maura freezes, and the color drains from her already pale face. Whatever memory I just touched, it’s something she doesn’t want to revisit now. Maybe ever. A brief moment passes, and she shakes her head, plastering a placid smile on her face.

“Nothing,” she says smoothly. “Old hospital drama.”

An answer that only raises more questions. She must know that because she sighs, sitting back on her heels.

“I’m fine. Don’t worry about it.”

I want to press her. How was she hurt? When did it happen? Why doesn’t she want to discuss it? Curiosity rages, but I swallow it down. She doesn’t owe me those answers, and pushing her is only going to make her frustrated.

“Okay,” I say.

Her eyes search my face, but she must decide she can trust me not to push because she gets back on her hands and knees. An uneasy feeling curls in my stomach. My previous plans for tonight suddenly don’t appeal to me.

“Lie back, Maura.”

Her brow furrows. “But you said⁠—”

“I changed my mind.”

“Is it because⁠—”

“Lie back and spread your legs for me, wife.”

She sighs, but she does what I say. She makes a goddamn pretty picture, spread out and ready for me. I crawl onto the bed, grabbing her hips and shifting her so I can lay down on my stomach, my face inches from her pussy. Thank fuck for king-sized beds.

I run my nose along the seam where her thigh meets her torso, inhaling her musky scent.

“Is all this for me?” I swipe my thumb along her aching core and she sighs.

“Yes, James.”

I sweep my tongue along her outer lips, relishing how it makes her grind herself against my face. It’s so fucking sexy when she lets herself be needy like this. When I finally close my lips around her clit, she grabs my hair and tugs hard.

“You’re so fucking sweet,” I mutter against her, right before I start licking her in earnest. She tastes like a goddamn dream, tangy and musky and mine. I could spend all fucking night here, lapping at her trembling pussy and tasting the sweetness pooling on my tongue. She’s so goddamn responsive to me, it’s like she was made to be mine.

Soft whimpers and sighs fall from Maura’s lips. Her legs wrap around my shoulders, enveloping me in her.

“Just like that,” she cries when I press the flat of my tongue hard against her clit. I give her exactly what she wants, soaking up the feeling of her trembling thighs and the blood pulsing under her skin. My cock is pressing so hard against the bed, it almost hurts.

I know right when she’s about to come. I know it by the way her body tenses and breath hitches. I slide two fingers into her cunt just as her climax hits her.

The exquisite moan she makes when she comes almost drags me along with her.

I pump my fingers into her, prolonging her orgasm while I get her ready for me. When the last tremor finishes, I roll onto my back. I yank down my trousers and underwear and toss them on the floor. I’m tearing through the buttons on my shirt when Maura lifts her head, finally on the other side of her orgasm.

“Climb on my cock,” I demand. “Ride me, Maura.”

She pushes herself up on trembling arms, straddling my hips and taking my cock in her soft hand. After what feels like eternity, she finally slides down onto my head. She braces her hands on my chest for support as she slowly lowers herself another inch. Then another. She winces a little, and I press my fingers to her clit to soften the sting as she stretches for me.

“I’ve been waiting all day to touch this exquisite body. To give my wife everything she fucking needs.” I massage her clit with my fingers, feeling a rush of wetness in response. “If that’s all you can take right now, I promise you, I only need those few inches to get you off, and it’s more than enough for me.”

“But we only have thirty minutes,” she gasps.

Fuck, her pussy feels like goddamn heaven. I never want to be anywhere other than here, with my wife on top of me, my fingers on her clit and her head thrown back in pleasure.

“You think I only saved half an hour for this?” I run one hand up her side, feeling goosebumps rise on her soft skin.

“That’s what—” Maura cuts herself off with a moan as a ripple of pleasure runs through her. “That’s what was on the calendar.”

“The calendar was wrong.” I pump into her in small, shallow thrusts, savoring her moans. “Every fucking slot in my calendar should be purple, because I can’t stop thinking about you like this. Stretched around my cock. All flushed for me. Your pussy dripping on my skin.”

“God,” she cries, her fingers digging into my chest. She rocks against me, her rhythm growing erratic as it syncs up with mine. I grit my teeth, willing myself to not to come at the filthy sound of her wet cunt swallowing my cock.

“That’s it, baby. Come for me. I want to see that pretty face when you come all over my cock.”

My words push her over the edge. She throws her head back, moaning as her pussy squeezes the hell out of me.

“Did you hear that?” I ask.

“What?” Her voice sounds hazy and distant.

“That moan you give me when you come for me.” She comes out of the haze of her climax and her eyes focus on mine. “That’s what I think of when I’m in meetings. Not the pitch deck. Not the numbers.”

I drag the back of my fingers along her inner thigh and grin when she moves again.

“That sound, wife. You falling apart for me.”

She leans forward, framing my face in her hands and kissing me. Her mouth is just as hot and wet as her cunt. The world disappears—no work, no contracts, no galleries or calendars. It’s just Maura and me, our bodies hot and sweaty against each other, overcome with want.

My balls tighten, and I press just a little deeper inside her to make sure my seed reaches her womb. Maura moans with pleasure and I unload inside her, shouting her name.

We roll onto our sides, a tangle of limbs and sweaty flesh and shared breaths. My fingers run up and down her back through the fabric of her shirt. My mind goes to the scar on her chest, the one she won’t show me.

Maura might be my wife, but there are parts of her that will never really be mine.
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MAURA


My hands are angry at me. They’re red and raw from raking through pieces of broken shale rock, which I stupidly decided to process without gloves. It’s my own damn fault for ignoring my own safety rules, but I’ve been so busy, I’m not exactly thinking clearly.

The past week has been full of nonstop show-prep. On top of picking my existing paintings and having them stored and transported, I’ve been prepping the paint for my new paintings. I need a new dark red piece to pull everything together, but none of the stones I have in stock have come out just right.

I rub my aching shoulder. It’s not just my hands—my entire body is mad at me for slouching while I work. If my husband wasn’t in hour three of a fourteen-hour meeting marathon—seriously, what does he even find to talk about for that long—I’d ask him for a massage. Oh, well. I’ll have to rely on a hot shower and Ibuprofen for relief.

With James unavailable and a mountain of prep work for the gallery show ahead of me, I desperately need a pick-me-up. I’d love to run over to the Copper Cup for a latte, but frankly, I can’t afford to waste the extra hour.

Instead, I open the group chat I’ve been added to with Brinley, Pippa, and Cat. I’ve been too busy to add much to the conversation, so I scroll up a bit to catch up on what I’ve missed.

Cat sent pictures of the shelter where she volunteers. She’s holding a ladle full of pasta and grinning.

Cat


My homemade mac and cheese was a hit at Saturday’s lunch.




Pippa


[image: drooling face] If there are leftovers, I need them. I’m stuck in editing hell for this article I owe tomorrow.




Brinley


Ugh don’t tempt me. I’m starting to worry that I’m lactose intolerant.




Pippa


You’re not.




Brinley


How do you know??




Pippa


Because you drink like eight lattes a day and you have time to run a business instead of living in the bathroom.




Brinley


Hmm. Good point. But explain why I get zits every time I eat ice cream!!




Cat


Because you crave ice cream during your time of the month?




Brinley


Whoa, true. You two should be body detectives.




Cat


You mean doctors?




I chuckle as I rub my shoulder. I might be tired and sore, but I also have three ridiculous girlfriends to make me laugh.

Opening my email, I find the invitation PDF Sydney made for my show’s opening night party. It features a photograph of The Thunderstorm and, to my horror, a headshot of me. I assume somebody from James’s office mailed it to her, since it’s a slight edit of my wedding pictures, with my ivory silk dress photoshopped into a professional black.

I might not want people in the art world to think of me as just Mrs. Keller, but I’ll admit, having James’s team at my disposal to handle all the legal and administrative tasks for the solo show has been a major bonus. At this point, I probably talk to my husband’s assistant, Taylor, as much as I talked to James.

Copying the invitation from my email, I text it to the girls.

Maura


Sorry I’ve been MIA. Hopefully you’re free in a few weeks!




My phone blows up within minutes.

Pippa


[image: star-struck][image: partying face][image: red heart][image: woman dancing][image: fire][image: nail polish][image: clinking glasses]



Cat


OMG! You’re amazing, Maura!! Of course we’ll come to opening night.




Cat


Do you need any help getting press coverage? I can help with social media if you need it.




Pippa


[image: face savoring food][image: party popper][image: bouquet][image: trophy][image: glowing star][image: birthday cake]



Cat


You’re going to run out of emojis, Pips.




Pippa


Can’t help it! I’m too excited. Well-deserved.




Brinley


I always knew you were the real deal.




My chest warms. I’m not used to getting such a big reaction to good news. I haven’t always had a tight group of girlfriends to share it with, either—even if they just adopted me for James’s sake.

Normally, I might feel a twinge of guilt. These girls have no idea about my heart condition, which means they have no idea about the risk of loving me. At least they have each other. If anything happens, that’ll make it hurt less.

Maura


Thanks, everyone! The gallery is handling all the promotion, so all I need is your presence, Cat. I can’t guarantee the show will be a hit, but I can promise as much cheap gallery wine as you can stomach.




Brinley


Shush. The show will be freaking amazing.




Pippa


Don’t tell me anything. I want to be surprised, and I want to wear my most sophisticated art-y outfit, and I want to party all night.




Brinley


You’ll still show art at the Copper Cup after you’re famous and successful, right?




Purely for selfish reasons. I don’t want to look at a bunch of boring art at work all day.




Maura


I solemnly swear to be your art hook-up for life.




Pippa


While we’re all here, I’ve got a question for Maura.




How are things in the bedroom?




My jaw drops. Sometimes, I’m still surprised by how straightforward Pippa is, especially about sex. All the girls I knew from private school took the same etiquette classes I did. They’d never be so frank asking about someone’s sex life.

Even though it still shocks me a little, I also love it. I’ve had enough of people tiptoeing around my supposedly fragile feelings for a lifetime. I’ll take Pippa’s blunt sexual inquiries over gentle “So…how are you?”s any day.

Cat


By “things in the bedroom,” I assume she’s talking about renovations.




Pippa


Of course I am. I’m a lady. I’d never ask about anything else taking place under the sheets.




Brinley


Right. Because everyone knows, you do renovations under 4,000 thread count sheets.




Cat


Anyway…how are the renovations?




Pippa


Still getting nailed?




Brinley


PIPPA.




Pippa


What?? I’m talking about hammers.
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Maura


We’re still working on fulfilling the contract.




Cat


…and?




Maura


I should probably respect his privacy.




Pippa


Boo! Privacy is overrated.




Ryan wouldn’t mind me telling you that our sex life is pretty damn good.




Cat


He’d probably tell you a lot more than that. Hell, the guys are probably getting a full recap from Ryan. He can’t shut up about renovations.




Pippa


I’d be offended, except he’s excellent with a screwdriver.




Cat


So is Nate.




…metaphorically. I’d be a better renovator than him. The man is so obsessed with work, I doubt he’s put together an IKEA table on his own.




Brinley


And I, tragically, remain single as a Pringle.




Pippa


We all spilled. Maura, it’s your turn.




I bite my lip. I doubt James shares much about our sex life with the guys, but I doubt he’d be offended if I dropped a crumb of truth to my friends. In fact, as I type out my response, I can picture the way the corner of his mouth twitches when he stops himself from smiling at something ridiculous.

Maura


He’s…very competent with a nailgun.




Pippa
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Cat


I'm going to need more details than “competent.”




Maura


…extremely competent?




Brinley


That's just the same word with an adverb.




Pippa


On a scale of IKEA furniture to custom carpentry, where does he fall?




Maura


…the kind of carpentry that requires a permit.




Pippa


OH MY GOD




Cat


I'm screenshotting this conversation.




Brinley


I'm framing it.




Maura


Please don't.




Brinley


I’m sending all of you to horny jail.




I can’t hold back my snorting laugh. My shoulder might still be sore, but I feel better than I have all day. I scroll back up to their reactions to my solo show invitation. I screenshot them all, saving it as my “Emergency Hype File.”

If I’m going to survive the weeks until the show, I need all the pump-ups I can get.
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MAURA


The sunrise blazes through my bedroom windows, demanding that I get out of bed. I cover my face with my arm, pretending I don’t see it.

I was in the studio late last night, working on the giant canvas that’s going to be the centerpiece of my show. At first, I envisioned it as a larger, more intense version of the thunderstorm painting that caught Sydney’s eye in the first place. The longer I spent painting it, though, the more I realized it needed to be something more complex. A painting that didn’t just catch your attention, but kept it.

It took me hours to mix the perfect gray, not too dark or too flat. I finally stumbled into bed around 3:00 a.m., too exhausted to pull the drapes closed. Which is why I’ve unfortunately got the sun as an alarm clock.

“Enough,” I groan at the sun. “I’m awake. Just go away.”

When it doesn’t, I drag myself back out of bed and back to the studio.

My eye starts twitching the second I look at the painting. The color is way too flat in the middle, with none of the fluid, looming curves a real cloud would have. Even though my painting is abstract, I’m still trying to evoke a cloud’s shape.

I grab my headphones off the table where I left them and turn on some mood music. Then I grab a brush and get to work.

The sun interrupts me again around lunchtime, this time by disappearing behind the clouds and casting my studio in shadow.

“Where was this energy this morning?” I grumble at it.

My stomach echoes me, growling loud enough that I can hear it over the music blasting on my headphones. Apparently, I missed breakfast, possibly lunch, too.

I reach for my phone, and I gasp when I see the time. I completely missed my medication alarm. Shit. Dropping the phone, I rush to the bathroom, pull open the drawer and pop open my pillbox. Since I’d have to go all the way to the kitchen to get a glass of water, I dry swallow them, wincing as the bigger pills make their way over the lump in my throat.

“Stupid,” I mutter. “Stupid, stupid, stupid.”

If I’d missed these meds, my blood pressure could have spiked. Even if I magically avoided a trip to Dr. Markovic for a checkup, I’d still lose a full day of work, when the show happens in a week. I lean back against the sink and force myself to count through four deep breaths. My lungs fill and expand, then release. I let my breath out in a whoosh, both because it’s supposed to relax me, and because I want to drown out the blood pounding in my head.

My goddamn heart. Always demanding my attention, refusing to just beat along like a normal person’s.

No. Now’s not the time for me to start wallowing in self-pity. There’s too much to get done with this centerpiece painting. I force myself back to the studio, where the alarm on my phone is still chiming. When I pick it up, there’s a missed text from my husband.

James


You skipped breakfast.




Eat.




I roll my eyes. Since when has James decided he’s in charge of my nutrient intake? Besides, he’s been at work all day. Even if he missed me at breakfast, he has no idea whether I had a nice, balanced lunch. I shoot back a reply.

Maura


I did.




James


Liar.




Maura


?? Do you have cameras in here?




James


Don’t need them. You’re a terrible liar.




Maura


How can I be a bad liar over text?




James


Eat.




Maura


I will.




James


Now.




Or I’ll call you every five minutes until you do.




Ugh. I don’t doubt that he’ll do it, too. Follow-through is one of his biggest strengths, right after schedule-following and bossing me around. The canvas leaning against the wall is calling for me to pick up a brush, because there’s a stray stroke of white paint somewhere it shouldn’t be. I don’t want to waste time making up a sandwich in the kitchen.

I grab a granola bar from a box I left on a table. Holding it up to my face, I stick out my tongue and send James a selfie.

Maura


Happy?




James


That's not food.




Maura


The inhabitants of Nature Valley would beg to differ.




James


The Nature Valley residents are all three feet tall with brittle bones and scurvy. They're not exactly thriving.




Maura


Bold words from a man who eats the same salad every day.




James


My salad has nutrients. Your granola bar has lies and oat dust.




Maura


I'm framing this conversation as proof that you DO have a personality.




James


Eat a real lunch, Maura.




Maura


Get back to your meetings, James.




James


I can do both. I'm excellent at multitasking.




Maura


Goodbye, husband.




I put my phone on silent and unwrap my granola bar before I get back to work.

[image: ]


Whatever contractor advised James on my studio lights is a genius. Not only can I use the dimmer to adjust the brightness up and down, but I'm able to make the lights warmer or cooler, so I can imitate the conditions in the gallery. As I stare at the newest layer on my painting, I'm seeing it exactly as it will look in the Whitmer.

It’s exactly what I envisioned.

The light ripples across thousands of tiny mica shards, making it seem like the clouds are moving across the canvas. The paint is heavier and darker at the bottom, giving the impression that rain is just about to fall. In a tiny line across the top left, I've carefully used crushed diamonds to add a silvery edge—a hopeful light. You can only see it if you stand at the right angle, which means viewers will have to look closely to discover the painting’s depths.

It's mysterious and layered. It's exactly what I needed to be a large feature piece of the entire show. I know that tomorrow, I'll see all the errors I’m missing now. There will be a hundred things I'm desperate to change. But for now, I'm full of a bone-deep satisfaction that makes all the aches and pains in my body disappear.

I take a step back, wiping the back of my hand across my forehead.

“You're shaking.”

A low, gravity voice rumbles from behind me. James. It takes me a second to realize that he's right. My hands and arms are trembling, and my stomach chooses that exact moment to growl.

I turn around sheepishly. “I swear I ate.”

James’s full lips tighten. “When?”

“When I texted you.”

“Maura, that was hours ago.”

Shit. I pull my phone out of my pocket and check the time. It's almost ten, which means I blew through lunch and dinner.

James jerks his head toward the door. “Come.”

I follow him down the stairs to the kitchen, where I spot three large takeout bags on the counter. The salty scent of lo mein and sesame chicken meets my nose, and the groan I let out is indecent.

“How did you know?” I sigh, rushing forward to open the bags. “Exactly what I wanted.”

“Lucky guess.” He pulls plates from the cabinet. “You mentioned once that you crave lo mein when you're stressed.”

I pause with a container in my hand. “I said that?”

“Three weeks ago. You were complaining about your father's assistant calling about some gala.”

“You remembered that?”

“I remember most things.” He says it like it's nothing, like everyone memorizes offhand comments their contract wife makes about takeout preferences.

“The better question is, how did I find room on the counter to put it down?” There’s no heat in the words, even though he’d have every right to be annoyed. The kitchen island and counters are littered with loose sketches and half-drunk cups of tea, the remnants of my day of work.

“Sorry. I’ll clean it up,” I promise.

“Eat first. Clean later.” He crosses his arms and scowls, the picture of sternness.

Grabbing a plate from the cabinet, I load up on egg rolls, fried rice, and sweet and sour pork until I’ve got a teetering mountain of deliciousness ready for me. By the time I’m done, James has cleared off just enough space for the two of us to sit at the counter.

He raises a brow at my plate. “Did you leave any for me?”

I pretend to think. “There might be one egg roll left in the box?”

“Careful, Maura.” He leans forward, his eyes hooded as he whispers into my ear, “If I get too hungry, who knows what I'll eat?”

Goosebumps rise on my arms and legs. There are no purple slots in James’s schedule today, but he rarely gets this close to me unless sex is a possibility.

Suddenly, I’m tempted to forget about my takeout.

James pulls away before I can get any more ideas. “Eat,” he orders again. My thighs squeeze together, heat growing in my belly. Apparently, his sternness does it for me.

I take a seat at the counter and shove a fork full of lo mein into my mouth. My body rejoices at the salty, carby deliciousness. All thoughts of purple scheduled sex get pushed to the back of my mind in favor of dinner.

Half of my food has vanished by the time James sits next to me, his plate piled just as high as mine.

“You really need that many calories to fuel twelve hours of sitting at a desk?” I laugh.

He shoots me a look that says be serious. “You know I don't look like this from sitting at a desk all day.”

My eyes flicker down to his torso, even though his hard muscles are hidden by his tailored suit. I quickly take a bite of fried rice before I can say anything inappropriate. James and I are friends. That’s what we agreed on—hell, it’s what I asked him for. Sure, I gave him the green flag to ask me if he wanted sex. I just never counted on asking him to return the favor.

I really shouldn’t. We’ve just reached a comfortable equilibrium living together, and asking for unscheduled sex is just going to muddy the waters. Better to just bring out my vibrator once I go to bed if I’m still feeling the urge.

“You're staring at me,” James says without looking up from his lo mein.

“I'm not staring. I'm observing.”

“There's a difference?”

“Staring implies I have no purpose. Observing implies I'm gathering data.”

He finally looks up, one eyebrow raised. “Data about what?”

“You.” I take a sip of my water. “I'm trying to figure out what you look like when you're relaxed.”

“I look like this.”

“You look constipated.”

“That's my relaxed face.”

“James.” I set down my fork. “That's genuinely concerning.”

“My face has limited range. And yet here you are, studying my face over takeout.”

I flush slightly. “Observing. Not studying.”

“Ah. My mistake.” He returns to his food, but I catch the slight twitch at the corner of his mouth.

When I reach for my glass of water, my shoulder twinges uncomfortably. Now that I’m fed, my body wants to remind me of all the other ways I’ve been mistreating it. I rub the knotted muscle with my hand.

“Something wrong?” James asks, frowning.

“My shoulder’s just a little sore. My posture’s been pretty bad in the studio.”

I wonder for a moment if he's going to lecture me about standing up straight, like he lectured me about eating. Instead, he puts down his fork and gets up from his stool. He shifts to stand behind me, and my breath catches. I’m all too aware of his large body behind me.

His hands come to my shoulders. Each of his palms is so wide, they practically span my entire back. His fingers gently massage the top of my shoulders while his thumbs dig into the knots lower down on my back. It’s just the right amount of pressure, and my tight back muscles sing with relief.

“How’s the pressure?” he asks, and I can practically feel the vibration of his voice through my body.

“Perfect,” I moan. “Oh my god, it’s just what I needed. Where did you learn how to do this?”

Please don’t say an ex-girlfriend.

Not that I have the right to be jealous or anything.

James grunts. “My old personal trainer.”

His answer doesn’t quite satisfy my weird jealous streak. Personal trainers can still be sexy ladies with six-packs. Which again, doesn’t matter—even if this trainer was a Margot Robbie lookalike who got James sweaty in more ways than one, she’s in the past.

Ugh, I have to ask him, or my imagination is apparently going to run away with me.

“Yeah? What’s your trainer’s name?” My voice doesn’t sound as casual as I wish it did. “I should send them a thank-you note.”

“Rodney,” he says. “Old army guy, helped me through a back injury back in college.”

“Rodney,” I repeat with satisfaction. Sounds like a guy with zero Margot Robbie resemblance. “Next time you talk, tell him I love him.”

“I’m not sure I’m supposed to facilitate my wife’s love affair with another man,” he grumbles.

“Hush. Rodney deserves my affection.”

I lean back against him, closing my eyes and feeling more content than I have in a long time. If there’s no purple block on the schedules, a massage from James might just be the next best thing.
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One Week Later

My teeth dig into my bottom lip hard enough to break the skin. It's an old nervous habit, because apparently my body would rather feel pain than anxiety.

The Whitmer has transformed, its white walls covered in my paintings. It looks just like I dreamed. One wall is warm and fiery, full of lively, red-accented pieces. The other side has darker, moody paintings, with The Thunderstorm at the center.

Bringing them together is Warm Front, the name I gave to the massive painting I’ve been working so hard on. It almost fills the wall it’s on, and Sydney and I decided to leave the white space uncovered rather than squeezing in two small paintings. If it works the way we think it will, people will linger here the longest, taking in all the details and shades.

Right now, of course, nobody’s looking at it.

Sydney just unlocked the door, but apart from her, her assistants, and two servers holding full trays of wine glasses, I'm the only one here. Oh god, what if I'm the only one who comes? What if not a single person comes to my solo show’s opening night except for me?

“They'll come,” Sydney says, answering the words I didn’t say out loud.

“Are you sure?” I ask. “I mean, I'm a new artist. Nobody's ever heard of me. There might not be a single person in Toronto who cares about my art.”

“That's not true.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because my office got all the RSVPs. Even if only half of them actually show, we’ll still have a nice, mostly full party.”

I sigh. “I hope so. I don’t even care if they just come for the wine. I just don’t want to be the first solo artist who nobody wants to see.”

“Enough of that,” Sydney says brusquely. “If you don't trust your own talent, trust mine. If I think your work is good enough, it's good enough. End of story.”

“You make it sound so simple.”

“It is simple. Trust me, I know my taste is impeccable. I've been doing this long enough to know the difference between true art and wall fillers. What you made…” She gestures at the paintings around us. “It’s true art. The kind people want to see.”

I smile shyly. “I wish I was as confident as you are.”

“You're feeling all the same things every artist who displayed here feels,” she says, patting my arm. “In the kindest possible way, you're not special. You're even being a little cliché. So relax. They'll come.”

I laugh despite myself. “Well, I wouldn't want to be a cliché.”

The door opens, and two eccentric-looking women in brightly colored caftans enter. I don’t recognize them, but clearly Sydney does, because she calls out, “Sydelle! Laura! How lovely of you to come.”

She shoots me an encouraging smile and mouths “collectors” before she walks over to schmooze.

I take a breath and smooth down my high-necked, minimalist gray dress. At least I look the part of an artist, even if I still feel a bit like a fraud.

I linger in the back of the gallery, watching as more people I don’t recognize filter through the doors. Soon enough, there's a small crowd, probably friends of Sydney’s, or just art connoisseurs who come to every event the Whitmer throws.

One or two people have broken off to look at my paintings, and I try not to stare too hard at them, wondering what they're thinking. Are they admiring my brush strokes, or are they just looking for a reason to avoid socializing?

I glance down at my watch. The party has only officially been going for fifteen minutes. I’ve been to enough of these openings to know how they go. People won’t really start trickling in until thirty minutes after the start time, with most of them showing up right before the auction at 9:30.

Shit. I hadn’t even started worrying about the auction yet. What if nobody bids? What if Sydney announces the first piece and it’s just crickets?

I sigh, slumping back against the wall. I’m sure Sydney knows how to handle these auctions. She’s probably talking to people, gauging interest from buyers even now. She’d probably come up with a reason to stop the auction if she thought nobody would really buy.

Suddenly, a mass of gold mylar balloons bursts through the door. Or at least, it tries to. Several of the balloons get stuck on the doorframe, prompting a loud stream of curses. Underneath all the gold, I can see three pairs of female legs, pushing through.

The balloons finally squeeze through, rising up to reveal my friends.

“I told you the balloons were too much,” Pippa grunts.

“There’s no such thing as too many balloons,” Cat replies.

“You weren’t saying that twenty minutes ago, when that gust of wind almost took you out,” Brinley points out.

My chest feels as light as the balloons. It’s not just me anymore—it’s my little team behind me. I rush toward them, where I’m greeted with hugs and a chorus of squeals.

“This place looks incredible,” Cat gushes. “I can’t believe I know the person who made all this!”

“I can.” Brinley wraps her arm around my waist. “I’ve been in the Maura Keller fan club for years.”

I smile down at her. “In a way, you get credit for all this. The gallerist found me because she saw my work in the Copper Cup. I owe you everything.”

“You’re crazy,” she scoffs. “I didn’t do this. That’s like Picasso’s roommate being like, ‘dude, I take credit for Picasso’ when all he did was ignore the chore chart and forget to buy toilet paper.”

“Fine, don’t take all the credit. You have to admit, you deserve at least part of it.”

“If you insist,” she says, and I’m surprised to see a shiny sheen of tears in her eyes. “Look at me, getting all sappy. I’m just—for whatever it’s worth, Maura, I’m so freaking proud of you. You made this incredible show, all by yourself, and I’m just so happy to watch you shine.”

I throw my arms around Brinley, a little teary-eyed myself.

“We’re hugging?” Cat chirps. “Where’s mine?”

Brinley pulls away to invite Cat in, then Pippa pounces in on our group hug, almost knocking us all over. It’s enough to choke me up. I never thought I’d get this—not just awkward acquaintanceships with other businessmen's daughters, arranged by my father, but real friends, who see me for me.

What if it all goes away?

I’ll always have Brinley in my corner, I know that for sure. But Cat and Pippa only befriended me because their significant others are friends with James. If I can’t get pregnant, if the whole contract goes out the window, will I lose them too?

I shake my head to get the intrusive thoughts out. I don’t have to worry about that right now. All I have to do is enjoy my gallery opening.

Pippa’s got her phone out, filming everything. When she’s done, she reviews the film. “I’m definitely posting this on Belladonna’s feed,” she declares. “I’m thinking of doing some local date night recommendations, and a trip to your show would be perfect.”

“Oh, get a picture of all of us!” Cat chirps.

“I’d be happy to,” a low male voice says. I turn to see Beau, standing with Ryan, Luke, and Nate.

My mouth falls open. I can’t believe they all came—they’re really James’s friends, and not mine. It’s surprisingly sweet.

Also surprising—James isn’t with them. He told me he’d be here, but it’s getting later in the night and he still hasn’t shown up. There’s nothing on his calendar to keep him, but something important might have come up at work.

Beau pulls out his phone, and the girls and I gather together for a photo.

“Hold on,” he says after he snaps the first one. “Lemme give you options.”

“I’m sure the first one was fine,” Brinley says.

“Don’t rush my process,” he replies, holding the phone up higher to take another.

“Beau’s a bit of a photo perfectionist,” Luke says. “You can stop posing whenever you want, or he’ll go on forever.”

“You never regret commemorating a great night with a great photo,” Beau insists. “We’d forget half the best times we’ve ever had if I didn’t commemorate them. And I’m done. Now was that so painful?”

“My cheeks hurt a little from smiling,” Cat says.

Nate leans over to me and asks, “I assume you’d like me to take these balloons out to my car?”

“Thanks, that’d be great.” As supported as the balloons made me feel, they also serve to block the view a bit.

It takes Nate, Ryan, and Luke working as a team to get the balloons back out the door. Beau and Brinley go to get wine while Pippa and Cat snap photos of my paintings. Pulling my phone out of my pocket, I check my texts. I’ve gotten a few congratulatory messages, but nothing from James. I wonder what happened to him. Maybe something came up at work that he couldn’t get out of.

He’s the CEO. There’s nothing he couldn’t get out of if he wanted to.

“Maura, can I borrow you?” Sydney says, interrupting my thoughts. “I’d like to introduce you to Edmund Wu.”

She gestures toward an older man in glasses and a nice suit and mouths, “Buyer.”

I shove any thoughts of James to the back of my head and focus on charming Edmund Wu. I need to befriend every buyer I can tonight. Not because I care so much about them owning my paintings, but because I need someone to bid at the auction tonight. I'm not sure my ego would survive having nobody make an offer.

The next hour goes by in a blur. Sydney whisks me from patron to patron, introducing me and talking up my work and my process. Some, like Edmund Wu, ask me about my material choices and artistic influences. Others not-so-subtly probe me about my previous sales, clearly trying to decide whether my paintings are good investments or not.

Finally, Sydney lets me know she’s ready to start the auction. I slink to the back of the room while she moves to the front, where a podium has been set up right in front of Warm Front. She clears her throat and taps on the microphone.

“Good evening,” she says, and the chatter around her fades to quiet. “Thank you for joining up for Maura Keller’s gallery debut, Self-Erosion.” A scattering of applause sounds, including a wolf-whistle from Beau. “It’s been a long time since I met an artist as young as Maura with such a well-developed vision, and I’m grateful that she let the Whitmer host her work.”

More applause, with some loud whoops from Ryan and Pippa. A few people near me turn around to look at me, and heat rises to my face. I wish I could turn invisible until this whole thing is over.

“All the pieces on display are for sale, and you can speak to me later if you’re interested,” Sydney says. “For now, we’ll be auctioning off the five paintings listed in your programs, beginning with The Thunderstorm.”

Silence falls over the crowd, and my heart pounds so loud, I’m sure people can hear it. I press my hand to my chest, as if that could slow it down.

A quiet voice speaks behind me.

“Apologies for being late, wife.”

I whirl to see James standing behind me in a dark suit, his eyes fixed on mine.

He's beautiful. The thought hits me before I can stop it. Not just handsome—beautiful in a way that makes my chest ache.

The sharp lines of his face, softened by the gallery's warm lighting. The way his dark hair falls slightly across his forehead, like he rushed to get here. The intensity in his blue eyes when he looks at me, like I'm the only person in the room.

For a moment, I forget about the auction. I forget about the crowd and the paintings and whether anyone will bid on my work. All I can see is my husband.

“You came,” I breathe.

“I wouldn't have missed it.” He says it simply, like it's obvious. Like there was never any question.

I want to kiss him. Not for the contract, not for the baby, not for optics. Just because he's here, and he came for me, and something about the way he's looking at me makes me feel like I might actually be extraordinary.

But there are like fifty people watching us so I just reach out and squeeze his hand.

His fingers close around mine, and he doesn't let go.
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I’ll admit, some part of me still thought of Maura as an artistic amateur. A talented one, but still, it was her hobby, not her job.

Now, standing in the back of the Whitmer and taking it all in, I can see what a moron I was.

Maura’s art is serious and powerful. It gives me the same sense of awe I feel looking over a cliff at the ocean, or at photographs of space. The feeling that the world is vast, and I am small—the earth is permanent, and will live on beyond me and my small worries. It should make me afraid, confronting how powerless I am, but it doesn’t.

It’s freeing.

All the paintings are beautiful, but the centerpiece is my favorite. It’s an abstract work, made of colors and shapes, but I recognize the storm it represents. The one that swept over Maura and me as we stood on the balcony, drenching us and dragging us down to the floor of our apartment, overtaken by lust and loss and want.

She made it something unimaginably beautiful.

Once the crowd starts gathering for the auction, it’s easy to find Maura. She’s lingering at the back, trying to avoid attention, even though her height and auburn hair make her unmistakable. Her gray dress is loose and elegant, and I feel a pang of regret, wondering if she bought it hoping there would be a pregnancy bump to hide.

I move to stand just behind her. “Apologies for being late, wife.”

She spins on her heel, her eyes wide as she gazes up at me. “You came.”

My mouth tugs downward. Did she ever doubt I would? “I wouldn’t have missed it.”

She blinks up at me, and I thread my fingers through hers.

“I thought…” she trails off.

“I know, I’m late. I’m sorry. I was coming from a meeting across town, and a semi-truck trapped us on the highway. I had to call in a favor, leave my car on the side of the highway, and take an actual taxi cab to get here.”

“They still have those?”

“Apparently.”

“I hope you tipped well.”

“Always do.” I gesture to the crowd around us. “Excellent turn-out.”

Her lips tug upward. “It’s so crazy.”

“I’d like to start off the auction with the exceptional piece on the left,” the gallerist says from the podium. “A personal favorite of mine, The Thunderstorm. I’ll start the bidding at $5,000.”

Maura’s jaw is clenched tightly, her shoulders high and tense. For a moment, there’s silence.

“$5,000,” a woman in the front calls out.

“$5,200,” a male voice says.

“$5,400!”

The bids stack up quickly. I watch Maura’s face. Her jaw unclenches, but the color drains from her face. It’s like she was terrified her works wouldn’t sell, but now, she’s scared at how high the numbers go.

Once we cross $25,000, the bids start to slow down. When the first woman says “26,500,” the room is silent.

“Sold, to Ruth Thomas for $26,500,” the gallerist says.

The room fills with polite applause. Next to me, Maura mutters, “Holy shit.”

I bite back a laugh. She almost never curses, but her first big art sale brings it out of her.

“You better buckle up,” I murmur. “I have a feeling you might sell more than one painting tonight.”

Maura sets her hand on her stomach. “Why does the thought of that make me nauseous?”

“Because you don’t understand what your work is worth yet. Give it time. You’ll internalize it eventually.”

“But probably not tonight,” she sighs as the gallerist announces the next piece for sale.

The bidding only gets livelier from there, since the first painting sold was the smallest in the gallery. When the fourth painting to be auctioned sells for $60,000, Maura looks about ready to pass out. I find myself hovering closer behind her, just in case I need to catch her.

“The final piece being auctioned tonight is the center of the show,” the gallerist declares. “A painting you see behind me, Warm Front.”

There's a flurry of movement in the crowd. Clearly, there's going to be a lot of interest in this piece. In the front, I recognize Edmund Wu, a wealthy retired real estate scion known for his significant art collection. I’d be thrilled to see him bidding for any other one of Maura’s paintings.

Not this one.

Warm Front is mine.

Across the room, Nate gives me a nod. He’s standing by, waiting for me to text him when it’s time to bid, and how much. I designated him as my proxy, since I trust him to keep his cool more than the others. Ryan and Beau might jump too quickly, just out of excitement. Luke would try to come up with a code that’s more complicated than it needs to be.

I’ll wait to bid, though. It’s not good strategy to jump in too enthusiastically out of the gate. Besides, I’m interested to see what the true market value of the painting is.

“We’ll start the bidding at $10,000.”

“$10,000!” Wu holds up his hand. His tone is neutral, but I can see the excitement in his expression.

“$12,000!” a female voice shouts out.

“$14,000,” Wu says.

Dozens of voices call out, driving the price up by thousands at a time. Even Ryan gets in on the action, taking the opportunity to bid $69,000 and make me roll my eyes. Bids only start slowing down once Wu and his female rival bring the price over $100,000. I flash Nate two fingers, then five, and he nods.

“$125,000,” he calls out.

“Nate’s bidding?” Maura murmurs, sounding surprised.

“$150,000,” Wu counters.

Nate glances over at me and I raise two fingers. This time, Maura catches his look. It only takes her a moment to catch on as he calls out, “$170,000.”.

Maura whirls around to stare at me with wide eyes. “Are you insane?” she hisses through her teeth. I ignore her, focusing on Wu.

“$200,000!” he says.

A gasp goes through the room at that number, and even the gallerist’s eyes widen with surprise. Maura’s hand flies to her mouth in shock.

I shrug. Wu doesn’t seem to have come close to his lower limit, so I decide to skip ahead. Nate’s eyes widen, but he doesn’t hesitate. “Half a million.”

The crowd goes completely silent. Maura’s hand drops, revealing her paper-white complexion. If this goes on much longer, she’s liable to go into shock.

Wu glances back and meets my eyes. He’s smart enough to figure out the game. “$700,000,” he says.

I meet Nate’s eyes and make a fist with my left hand. “Are you sure?” he mouths to me, and I nod.

“One million dollars,” Nate says after a long moment.

“One million,” the gallerist echoes, stunned.

Wu sighs and nods at me, a gesture of defeat.

“Sold, to Nathaniel Walsh for one million dollars,” the gallerist echoes.

In the silent room, I hear Wu say quietly, “Well done, Keller.”
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“Everything sold?” Maura says, gaping.

“Everything.” The gallerist beams at her. “After the auction, buyers were like crabs in a bucket trying to crawl over each other to get their hands on the rest of your work. Of course, all the formal offers have to be approved before I can say we’re officially sold out. But yes, every piece is marked as sold.”

The party is over, the lights bright in the Whitmer for the staff sweeping up. The only non-employees remaining are my wife and I.

Maura shakes her head. “This is insane, Sydney. I never expected—I mean, it’s crazy!”

“It’s not,” I add in a low voice.

“That’s right.” Sydney smiles at me. “Listen to your husband. You have real talent, Maura. I’m glad you found yourself a man who appreciates that without being threatened by it. I see that more often than not, I’m afraid.”

Maura smiles at me while Sydney continues.

“Maura will have some commission requests coming her way, and we should decide percentages if she wants to use the Whitmer as a go-between.”

“Good,” I say at the same time Maura blurts, “Commissions?”

“It’s nothing less than I expected.” Sydney pats Maura on the arm comfortingly. “Don’t worry about it for now. Just celebrate. Everything went well, and hopefully, we can put together another show in the future.”

“Okay,” Maura says. Then, apparently on impulse, she pulls Sydney into a hug. “Thank you.”

“You’re more than welcome. Now go enjoy the rest of your night while we clean up.”

Taking Maura’s hand, I lead her outside into the cool air. I wrap my arm around her waist, pulling her against my side. Optics, for anyone watching. “It seems your show was a success, wife. Almost every piece sold.”

She laughs. “At ridiculous prices, too. I should have known you would skew the numbers in my favor.”

“How did I do that, exactly?”

“You probably went around to the buyers, hinting at how much you thought everything was worth. You know, using your business wiles to inflate the prices.”

“Impossible. I was regrettably late, which means I wasn’t able to use my business wiles on anyone.”

“You could have paid people to do it for you,” she points out. “Like you paid Nate to bid for the painting.”

I snort. “I didn’t pay Nate a dime. He’s too rich to need it.”

“You know what I mean. You know how to delegate.”

I tighten my hand around her waist, pulling her harder against me. “There’s only one piece where I interfered in the price, and that’s the one I bought. The rest was real demand.”

“Still. You didn’t have to buy Warm Front.”

I turn toward her, taking her chin in her hand. I tilt her face up and force her to meet my eyes. “That painting belongs on our wall. I wasn’t about to let anyone else have it.”

Her lips part, and something soft flashes across her expression.

I lower my head to brush my lips across hers. She softens against me, her body leaning into mine as she wraps her hands around my neck. Reluctantly, I pull away.

“Not yet,” I mutter. “I can’t do half the things I want to do here. I need my wife home and in my bed. Now.”
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For the entire ride home, I didn't dare touch Maura. If I started, I’d fuck her right on the backseat of the town car, or in the elevator, under the watch of Nate’s security cameras. No, if I was going to worship Maura the way I wanted to, I had to wait. From the gallery to the car to the building lobby, I use every ounce of self-control to stay patient

My patience gets used up the second the elevator doors close behind us.

Cradling Maura’s face in my hands, I pull her mouth to mine, sweeping my tongue inside to taste her. She melts against me, wrapping her arms around my neck. The feeling of her soft body against mine makes my blood hum with possessive pleasure.

This woman is mine.

The artist who made those earth-shattering, awe-inducing paintings is my wife. Which means that tonight, I’m the one who gets to feel her fall apart on my tongue and my cock.

Our kisses quickly turn rougher and more demanding. Maura’s hands tear at my clothes, like she could tear off my shirt and blazer just by tugging at them. Fuck, I’m never going to get her up to my bed at this point. Growling, I tear my face away from hers. Taking her hand, I haul her toward the stairs up to my bedroom.

We both hurry up the stairs, reaching impatiently for each other again on the landing. My hands move firmly over Maura’s curves as I walk her backward into my room until we’re inches from the bed.

I drag down the zipper at the back of Maura’s dress, finding her wearing a skintight silk tank underneath it. I feel a flash of disappointment not to find bare skin underneath, but I brush it away. There’s more than enough of my wife to touch, even if she keeps the shirt on.

“I need to see you,” she moans, tugging at my lapels.

“Get on the bed,” I grunt. She crawls backward toward the pillows while I tear off every stitch of clothing until I’m standing naked in front of her. Her caramel eyes move hungrily over my bare body, lingering on my abs, my thighs, my thick, heavy cock.

I stop at the edge of the bed, lazily pumping my cock in my hand while I look my fill of Maura. Her pale, soft skin is luminous against her black tank. A tiny black lace thong barely covers her sex and narrow hips. I intend to rip it off with my fucking teeth.

“You’re so fucking beautiful..” I lean down, reverently kissing her ankles and calves. Maura sighs, her hands grasping the sheets tight. “It doesn’t seem fair that you’re able to make so much beauty with those hands of yours.” My mouth moves up further, kissing the rise of her knees. “I’m awed by your art, Maura. It’s remarkable. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“James,” she sighs.

She’s whimpering as I cup her through her lace panties. They’re practically soaked already. Sliding the fabric to the side, I trace my fingers over her pussy. She lets out a shuddering breath, and I crawl up to swallow her moans as I stroke from her entrance to her clit. Over and over, I follow the same path until she’s dripping all over my fingers.

“You were fucking incredible tonight,” I growl against her neck. “My brilliant wife.”

Her body goes rigid, and she ducks her head like she wants to hide from me. Not her usual reaction to praise. “The show went well. Sydney did a good job.”

“But it was your show.” I press hot kisses down her neck, stopping at her collar. “Your amazing, brilliant work. Your creations, making people feel joy and awe and electricity.”

She hums in response. Her shoulders rise, almost like she’s sinking in on herself. It’s the praise for her work, I realize. Maura blooms under my praise for her body, or for the way she takes my cock. Compliments for her talent make her wither.

I pull away, hovering over her. “You know how insanely talented you are, don’t you?”

Pink rises in her cheeks. “You’re being nice.”

“I’m being truthful. You didn’t just show me your paintings tonight,” I murmur, strumming her clit with my thumb. “You let me right inside your heart. You made me feel what you feel. You know what I saw when I looked at Warm Front?”

Maura bites her lip. “I don’t know.”

I lower my mouth to her neck, licking and kissing it. “I saw thunder and lightning and pounding rain. I saw grief and love and hope. I saw the world, massive and powerful, and I saw how small I am next to it.” Maura’s hips thrash against my hand, and I pin them down with my own hips. “I saw the whole fucking universe shifting. You did that, Maura. My genius wife took rocks and paints and made a goddamn miracle.”

Her eyes flash, and I think I might see a sheen of tears before she squeezes them shut. She doesn’t want to let me see how my words affect her, so I press light kisses to the corners of her eyes instead.

“You’re extraordinary, Maura. I’m not the only one who saw that tonight. I just hope that maybe you can see it too.”

She reaches between our bodies, taking my cock in her hand. She strokes it and moves it toward her entrance. I shake my head.

“Let me make you come first,” I insist.

“Please, James.” Her eyes blink open, brimming with emotion. “I just want to feel you inside me. I don’t want to wait any longer.”

I nod, incapable of denying her that. Still kissing her neck, I rock slowly inside her.

When I enter her, she arches off the bed with a cry that might be pain, might be pleasure, might be both.

“Breathe,” I remind her, even though I can barely follow my own advice. “Open up for me. Let me in.”

“I'm trying⁠—”

“I know you are. You always try so hard.” I kiss her softly, at odds with the way my cock is splitting her open. “My overachiever. My beautiful, tight, perfect wife.”

She laughs breathlessly. “Are you praising me or my⁠—”

“Both.” I hold still, letting her adjust. “Definitely both.”

She wraps her legs around my waist and urges me along while I keep kissing her neck and temples.

When I’m halfway inside, she cradles my face with one hand.

“Wait,” she whispers. “I just—thank you. Thank you for all of it.”

I know she means more than buying the painting, more than sliding my cock inside her when she asked.

“You deserve it,” I promise her. “You deserve everything, my brilliant wife.”

We gaze into each other’s eyes while I rock all the way inside her, while I stroke her clit until she cries out her orgasm. Our eye contact only breaks after I roar out my own climax and pull her body to curl in against mine.

Spending a million dollars on the painting was nothing. The fact that it’s a fraction of the money in my bank account is nothing. Maura is starting to feel more valuable than all of it.


27


JAMES


“I’m done,” Beau groans, leaning back in his chair. “I’m done coming to poker night until Ryan stops wearing that sweater.”

“What, this sweater?” Ryan points to his jumper, a neon green atrocity featuring a picture of his own face.

“Yes,” Nate and I reply in unison.

“It’s called self-promotion,” Ryan replies. “I’m building Ryan Archer the brand. This is part of the merch you can find on my website.”

“Not even your girlfriend is visiting your website,” Beau says.

“Tell that to the sold-out stock of Ryan Archer shirtless calendars,” Ryan gloats. “I have fans, my friends, and they want to show the world how much they love me with their customized merch.”

“None of those fans are sitting at this table,” Beau grumbles. “And we’re the ones who have to look at your ugly-ass top.”

“My eyes are ready to stab themselves with toothpicks if I have to keep looking at that affront to taste and style,” Luke drawls.

“You’re reading too much Jane Austen, dude,” Beau jokes. “You’re starting to sound like the BBC.”

Luke shrugs. “It’s what Brinley picked for this month’s Copper Cup book club. Mansfield Park. I didn’t have a choice.”

“You could have skipped book club,” Nate points out as he deals the next hand.

“I know, but I’m trying to convince my sister to be friends with me. Book club read Wuthering Heights last month, and I think that was the first civil conversation I've had with Brinley that lasted longer than five minutes.”

I shoot him a sympathetic glance. Luke has been trying to repair his relationship with Brinley for years now, ever since the event that shattered their connection in the first place. I’ve always regretted my part in the whole “Never Have I Ever” disaster. Maybe now that time has passed, I can help smooth things over.

“If you want, I can ask Maura to talk to her,” I offer.

Luke snorts. “I don't think I can even afford to talk to Maura at this point. The woman makes million-dollar paintings, bro. She probably charges $20 for every second of her time.”

“Her time is valuable,” I say with a shrug. “And now, so is her art.”

“If you wanted to support her work, you didn't have to drop a mil,” Ryan says. “You could have just bought her a nice watercolor set.”

“I wanted the painting, and I paid what it was worth,” I say, a little smugly. “I'm not the only one who thinks so. Her show completely sold out.”

Beau lets out a low whistle. “Damn. Well, good for her. I might not know much about art, but I know enough to know she's the real fucking deal.”

“Actually, I wanted to float something by James before I asked Maura,” Luke says. “Twisted Devil is releasing a new small batch line, ultra delicious, ultra exclusive. I wanted to do something special with the bottles, and after seeing Maura’s show—well, any chance she’d be remotely interested in a collab?”

I glance at my cards—an ace and a ten, off-suite. A nice start.

“Ask her,” I suggest. “I’m not sure how many commissions she has now, but I’m sure she’d be interested if there’s room in her schedule.”

I throw in double the big blind and wait to see if anyone bites. Ryan and Nate do.

“What if I pay the cost of materials?” Beau offers as he discards.

“That’ll be higher than you think. She uses rare stones in her work, grinds them up to put in the paint. It can get pricey.”

“What do you mean, real stones? Like unobtanium?” Ryan asks.

Luke swats his arm. “That’s from Avatar.”

Nate turns over the flop. There’s a jack, which brings me toward a straight. The odds are bad enough that I don’t raise.

“Think more like Greek porphyry and Spessartine garnet.”

Nate raises a brow. “That’s awfully specific.”

I shrug. They also took me a long time to learn to pronounce. Maura tends to scribble down mineral names on the edges of the papers she leaves scattered everywhere. I’ve started taking note of them while I organize those papers into neat stacks.

“Let me guess, you’re going to spend your honeymoon at the bottom of a cave somewhere, chipping away with a tiny pickaxe,” Beau says.

“Hey!” Ryan elbows him. “James would have a big, manly pickaxe. I'm looking out for you, bro.”

“Thanks, but we’re not having a honeymoon.” Maura and I never discussed it, but what was there to discuss? We didn't have a traditional wedding, and I have far too much work to take off just to lie on a beach. With Maura's high-necked clothing, I can't imagine she yearns to put on a bikini, either.

Beau frowns. “Wait a minute. You have to have a honeymoon.”

“You remember this is a contract marriage, right?” Nate points out. “It's not like Maura and James sit around whispering sweet nothings to each other. It's not about romance.”

“Well, maybe it should be.” Beau crosses his arms. “Just because a relationship starts one way doesn't mean that's the way it has to end. Maura’s beautiful and talented and really cool. It’s not like spending a few days enjoying her company somewhere exotic would be torture. It might even be fun.”

“James doesn’t like fun,” Ryan says.

“I like fun,” I grumble.

The next card is an eight, giving me no chance at a straight. When Ryan raises, I fold and watch him and Nate battle it out.

Beau does have a point. Maura won't expect a honeymoon, but I could still take her on a trip. Somewhere she could source some of her rarer stones. I could even combine it with a business trip, so I wouldn't fall too behind at work.

Sequel is about to start filming one of our biggest shows, Annie in Athens, in a month. The Greek tourism board, which funds half of the show, has been inviting me out to take meetings about creating more spinoffs. Maura and I could jet off to the Greek islands for a few days. She could get her porphyry, and she can spend her days in art museums in Athens while I meet with the bigwigs.

“Beau, you might be right,” I admit.

He cups his hand around his ear. “Excuse me? Could you say that again?”

I ignore him. “I’ve got business in Athens next week. I could take Maura to Paros to get her stones on the way.”

“How romantic,” Nate says dryly.

“You take your wife on business trips constantly.”

His mouth twitches. “Trips where I buy her flowers and fuck her brains out.”

“And that’s romance?” I glare at Beau, who looks thoughtful.

“It depends on the kind of flowers and the kind of fucking, I guess.”

“So if I make love to Maura on a bed of rose petals and then go to a work meeting, I pass your romance requirements?”

“No. When it comes to romance, I’m pretty sure you’re hopeless.” Beau sighs. “Then again, it’s not like your wife has a romantic streak, either. Maura would probably be happy if you proposed to her with some chunk of fancy rock in a quarry.”

“And nothing will make me happy until Ryan burns that goddamn sweater,” Luke complains. “I’m sick of looking at it.”

“Oh, I forgot to show you!” Ryan darts up and lowers the lights. “It glows in the dark.”

“I can’t believe he has a girlfriend and I don’t,” Beau groans.
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Maura’s in her studio when I get back to the penthouse, sitting cross-legged on the ground with a paintbrush in her hand. The canvas in front of her has been washed with a dark blue paint, and she’s adding on smaller swatches of copper.

I knock on the doorframe. “Do you have a moment?”

She grins back at me. “I don’t know. Did you check my calendar?”

I sigh. My wife's calendar is functionally useless. She rarely bothers to add anything to it, other than the purple slots which are automatically added from our shared calendar.

“Your calendar says you’re free all of next week. Is that accurate?”

She nods. “I've got some painting to do, but I don't have any deadlines. Why?”

“I have some meetings in Greece next week. I thought you might like to come with me.”

“Really?” Her eyes widen with surprise. “You want to bring me on a business trip?”

I shift my weight. Maybe the idea isn’t appealing to her. The way I asked it, it did sort of sound like asking her to tag along. “Yes. You'd be welcome to sightsee without me while I'm working, but I thought we might spend a few days on the islands. Some of the stones you've been looking for are from Greece, right?”

“Greek porphyry,” she breathes.

“Right. We could get some for you, and any other stones that catch your eye. Are you interested?”

“Yes!” she blurts out, not taking a second to think. “Yes, that sounds amazing. I’d love to. I mean, if you don't mind taking me with you.”

The way her eyes light up floods my chest with warmth. It’s easy to make my wife happy. Simply remembering to bring her coffee makes her smile. The rewarding feeling I get from finding the exact gesture to make her this ecstatic, though—I wish I could bottle it, to save for long days at work.

“I don't mind at all.”
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MAURA


“You realize we’re taking a private jet,” James says. “You can pack more than one suitcase.”

He stands in the doorway, watching me sort through the pile of folded clothes on the bed. I've pulled all the warm weather clothing out of my wardrobe, and sorted it by pants, shirts, and dresses. Now, I'm pairing down my choices before I decide what goes in the single suitcase.

“I'm not going to pack more than I need,” I explain. “We’ll only be gone for a week.”

“But if you want to have options, nobody's going to stop you. Bring as much as you want. The jet could hold a hundred suitcases.”

“Are you here to brag about the size of your jet?” I waggle my eyebrows playfully.

“I’m here to remind you to pack a few dresses for dinner.”

I point to the pile of dresses on my bed. “Way ahead of you. I know how to pack a suitcase, you know.”

Truthfully, I haven’t had much practice packing, just because I haven’t traveled much. When I was younger, my father took me to London and New York City a few times on his own business trips, but only after he had found heart specialists approved by Dr. Markovic and briefed them on my condition. He paid them some exorbitant sum to keep them on call through the whole trip, to make sure I was safe.

This time, I’m traveling without an approved doctor waiting in the wings. I did a little of my own research, making sure I had the name and number of twenty-four seven medical center on Paros. Athens itself has an excellent hospital, but I'm taking a bit of a risk straying so far from a heart specialist.

If I asked James, I'm sure he'd hire a private doctor to travel with us so there would always be someone on call. That would be the smartest course of action. He’s seen my scar—at least, part of it—so he must suspect that I've had health problems.

James is still hovering in the doorway. I shoot him a questioning look. “What?”

“Did you get Taylor’s email about our itinerary?”

I nod. “He was very thorough, as always. I was a little disappointed it wasn’t color coded, though.”

“I’ll pass on the note.” James doesn’t laugh, but I can hear the humor in his voice. “You saw the menus, right? Did you send in any grocery requests?”

“I’m easy. I saw souvlaki on two different days, so I’m happy.”

“And you saw that my meetings in Athens will conflict with⁠—”

“James,” I interrupt. “I read all the emails thoroughly, even though Taylor loves his run-on sentences. I’m prepared. And even if I wasn’t, we could be a little spontaneous.”

“Spontaneous,” he repeats, like the word is physically uncomfortable to hold in his mouth.

“Yes, James. That’s when you change your mind, or things don’t go according to plan, and you just wing it.”

He scowls. “I don’t ‘wing it.’”

“You will if we forget to pack sunscreen or aspirin or anything, or if we get lost on a path somewhere. We’ll be fine.”

“At least I looked up where the hospitals are, in case being spontaneous leads us down any unfortunate paths,” he mutters.

My head shoots up. “You what?”

“I looked up the hospitals. It’s good to know where to go in case of an emergency.”

“Right.” Relief and uncertainty twist in my brain. It’s good that James has thought about medical care. If my medications failed or anything happened, he could find someone to look after me. But would he look up hospitals for a regular business trip, or is it because of me? Does he suspect that there’s something wrong with me?

James shifts in the doorway. “Well, I better start packing myself.”

“Let me guess. You’re packing seven different suits.”

“What's wrong with suits?”

“They're not exactly vacation attire,” I scoff. “This is your time to let loose. Pull out that tacky Hawaiian shirt you've been dying to wear.”

“No such thing exists in my wardrobe,” he says disdainfully. “My wardrobe consists of business suits and gym-wear, so that's what I’ll pack.”

“That can't be all. You have a personal shopper, right?” He nods. “There's no way she didn't outfit you with a full wardrobe.”

“I know what’s in my own closet.”

“I very much doubt that. Let me check.” I stroll over to James's room and into his closet while he trails behind me. I've never been in his closet, I realize. It's one of those well-organized walk-ins that every wealthy man has, but that few appreciate.

“You see?” James says, gesturing around. “All suits.”

I start pulling open drawers, which are, of course, perfectly organized. Socks, gym shirts and shorts, underwear, pajamas…

“Ah-ha!” I pull out a pair of khaki shorts and hold them up triumphantly.

James’s brow furrows. “Where did those come from?”

“Your vacation fairy godmother. Behold, your vacation casual drawer.” I point inside. “Linen and khaki shorts, lightweight shirts, etc. Your personal shopper didn’t leave you hanging.”

“That drawer’s been here the whole time?” He sounds skeptical.

“Thank god it is, or the Greek sun would have withered you alive with your wool suits.”

“I know how to exist in warm temperatures, you know,” he sniffs. “I’m the CEO of a multinational media empire. I’m more than capable of dressing myself.”

“Apparently not. You don’t even know what’s in the drawers in your own closet.” I point to one I haven’t opened yet. “What’s in that one?”

He pinches his lower lip, thinking. “Socks?”

“Because you really need two separate sock drawers.” I pull it open and gasp. “Oh my god.”

“What?”

I hold up a tiny Versace thong. “This is your lingerie drawer.”

James’s eyes about pop out of his head. “My what?”

“Your personal shopper really gave you the full treatment. Everything you could possibly need to feel like your sexiest self. Thongs, silk boxers, robes…oh my god, James, you have to try this on.”

When I hold up the leather harness, James’s face turns a shocking shade of red. “Where does it go?”

“Around your shoulders. Come on! I’ll help!”

When I stand up, harness in hand, James takes three long steps backward. “I don’t want to think about why my wife knows how to put on a men’s leather harness.”

“Don’t be insane, I have no idea what I’m doing. But you’re ‘more than capable of dressing yourself,’ right? I’m sure between the two of us, we can figure it out.”

James points through the door. “Get out of my closet.”

I toss the harness back in the drawer and hold up my hands in defeat. “Fine. No harness. But you should at least try some of those silk boxers. They’re crazy soft.”

“Thanks for the advice on my undergarments.”

As I’m leaving the closet, his hand closes around my wrist, stopping me. “Do you have any reservations about this trip?”

“What do you mean?”

“I just mean, are you sure you want to go? Because if you have any reservations, it's fine if you want to stay here. I invited you because I wanted to, but you're under no obligation.”

I tilt my head, confused. I have no idea where this is coming from. Just a minute ago, I was happily packing away tank tops and sketchbooks. Did I say something to make him think I was second-guessing it?

I just shrug. “Life is too short to waste any of it, and I’ve always wanted to go to Greece.”

The frown on James’s face deepens. His lips part like he might say something, then he brushes his thumb over my inner wrist and releases my hand.

“Then we’ll go,” he says.

I walked back to my room, uncertain about the conversation we just had. Did James change his mind about the trip? Did he decide it was a bad idea, and did he hope I’d tell him to cancel it? Or is he getting more suspicious about my scar than I thought?

I rake my fingers through my hair. God, what a mess. I was so excited when James offered this trip. Greece was always a dream destination, and I’m dying to get access to stones that are only found there. But if James doesn’t want me to go, I should probably find an excuse to cancel.

Just then, my phone dings.

James


Bring sensible shoes. We’ll be doing a lot of walking.




I huff out a laugh. The man who can’t find his own shorts is offering me packing advice. Something he probably wouldn’t be doing if he hoped I’d cancel.

I head to the closet and snap a picture of my highest stiletto heels—the pair I wore once, because the blisters weren’t worth it.

Maura


Like these?




James


Those aren't shoes, those are torture devices.




Maura


I'll leave them here if you promise to pack the thongs.




James


Absolutely not.




Maura


Pretty please? You’re going to love the feeling of the wind on your butt.




James


If I did pack the thong, there would still be a secondary item of clothing separating the wind from my butt.




Maura


Not if you’re feeling spontaneous ;)




Greece seems like a great place to skinny dip.




James


I’m never skinny-dipping again. Once was enough.




Maura


WHEN DID YOU GO SKINNY-DIPPING???




James


On a need-to-know basis.




Maura


Well, I need to know!




James


Only Luke knows, and he swore he’d never tell.




Maura


I’ll get you to crack.




James


Never.




A smile creeps over my face as I keep packing my bags.
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JAMES


Maura flops down on her leather-upholstered seat, a glass of sparkling apple juice in hand.

“I used to judge celebrities for it, but they were right.” She sighs. “Private jet is the only way to travel.”

I chuckle. “And you haven’t even seen the beds yet. Trust me, you’ll never get a better night’s sleep on an international flight.”

“Is this the menu?” She picks up the small ivory booklet on the table in front of her. “There are so many options! It’s like we’re at a restaurant.”

“Just because you sometimes live on granola bars alone doesn’t mean the rest of us don’t have higher standards,” I inform her, opening my phone to check some last minute emails. “I’ve got some work to attend to. You can pick my dinner, as well.”

“Hmm, the granola prepared three ways sounds just up your alley…”

We fall into a companionable silence as I deal with meeting requests for our Athens trip—the Annie in Athens star, Caroline Daniels, apparently wants to pitch me a biopic based on her life, despite being all of 22—and Maura sketches idly in her sketchbook.

I barely look up when the flight attendant approaches and asks us to put on our seatbelts to prepare for take-off. Maura, however, stiffens as she sets down her sketchbook. Once the plane starts taxiing, she grips the armrests so hard, her knuckles turn white.

“Something wrong?” I murmur.

“I'm not a fan of takeoff,” she says. Her eyes are fixed straight ahead, rather than on the window next to her. “Don’t worry about it. I know it’ll be over soon. Just go back to your emails.”

I glance back down at my phone, but the words are a blur I can’t bring myself to focus on. I keep glancing at Maura in my peripheral vision, checking on her strained expression and her tense posture. When the plane picks up speed, the runway rumbling underneath us, her breaths turn short and shallow.

Instinctively, I set my hand over hers. She’s too tense to even take it. She just keeps gripping the armrest like a lifeline while the plane leaves the ground, refusing to release it until we’re well into the air.

“Better?” I ask.

“Sort of.” She pulls her hand out from under mine and reaches for her sketchbook—hopefully a good sign. “I’m sure my nerves will settle once we’re cruising. It’s just the rough parts, you know?”

The flight attendant emerges with a cart of water, whiskey, and sparkling apple juice. She automatically fills our glasses. “If you're ready, I can take your dinner orders now,” she says brightly. “Our captain is anticipating some turbulence in about an hour, so I'd like to get your dinners ready before then, just in case it interrupts service.”

“I’m not that hungry,” Maura says. I frown. Just before takeoff, she was so excited, looking through all the options our airline chef had prepared. Shit, turbulence really bothers her.

“We'll just take some sliced fruit, cheese, and crackers, please,” I say. Hopefully, that'll help Maura settle her stomach.

After the flight attendant leaves, Maura leaves her sketchbook open in front of her. Her pencil lies still in her hand, her gaze fixed in front of her. For now, I won't press her. By now, I know how much she hates being interrogated when she’s feeling vulnerable. Silence is the best thing I can give her.

Once our food arrives, Maura barely picks at it. Despite my weakness for a good French cheese, I don’t find the display too appetizing, either.

The jet’s movements slowly move from smooth to ragged. One particularly rough bump forces me to grab for my glass of whiskey before it tumbles off the table. Maura lets out a muffled sound that I think might be a whimper.

The next time the flight attendant approaches us, the smile on her face is tight. “The pilot has asked me to remain seated until we're through the turbulence,” she says. “So unfortunately, I'll be suspending service for a while.”

I nod. “Of course. Thank you.”

She keeps her hand on the bulkhead for balance as she walks toward the front compartment, but the plane shakes and she almost loses her balance just as she closes the door.

I glance over at my wife. Maura’s eyes are squeezed shut, and I can see a muscle jump in her clenched jaw as she grinds her teeth together. I grab her hand with mine.

“Are you alright?” I murmur.

She gives a tiny nod that obviously doesn’t reflect her true feelings.

“Not a fan of turbulence?” I ask.

Her neck bobs as she swallows. “Apparently not. I don't fly much. The last time I dealt with turbulence like this, I must've been twelve. I assumed I'd grow out of it, but…”

Shit. I assumed she was an experienced flyer. Most people with her kind of wealth have been jetted around for vacations since toddlerhood. I'll have to ask her about that later. Right now, I need to find a way to get her mind off things. The turbulence is strong enough to shake my confidence, and I've flown hundreds of times for work. With Maura’s inexperience, no wonder she's fucking terrified.

I rub my thumb over her knuckles. “We're going to be fine,” I assure her. “My pilot is one of the best flyers around, and he’s flown me through turbulence like this plenty of times before. It feels more dangerous than it is.”

“I know that in my head. It’s just hard to convince myself, you know?”

I do. “How about…a distraction?”

“Like what?” Her eyes are still squeezed shut, her hand tight around the armrest.

“What if I tell you about the time Beau almost got me arrested?”

One eye peeks open. “I’m listening.”

“It was right after my parents died, and I just didn’t know what to do with myself. I was entertaining the idea of starting Sequel, but I hadn’t actually committed to it. I ghostwalked through a few college courses, but I wasn’t invested. I was as lost as I’d ever been.”

Truthfully, getting out of bed was almost impossible at the time. I might not have left the house at all if it weren’t for the guys dragging me out.

“I’m sorry,” Maura says quietly.

I nod, brushing past it. “I’m just setting the stage for my state of mind when we decided to sneak into the mayor’s Halloween fundraising gala.”

She snorts. “That’s not so bad. You were probably invited to the gala.”

“True. I was not invited to attend dressed as Gerard Butler in 300.”

“Wait. You mean with the loincloth and the red cape?”

“Exactly.”

“To a gala.”

“Admittedly, it was Halloween. Most people wore costumes.”

“Yeah, probably like masks and gowns, or they wear a tuxedo and say they’re James Bond. Nobody would go naked!”

“I wasn’t naked. Loincloth, remember?”

Maura’s answering giggle breaks off as the plane lurches again. Her hand feels clammy under mine, and I squeeze it tighter.

“If it had just been the costumes, we might have gotten away with it,” I continue. “The older guests complained, but some of the guests were more…interested.”

“The martinis and Xanax wives,” she breathes. “I remember them well.”

“Exactly. They were happy to have some young men to ogle when their husbands weren’t looking. Unfortunately, Beau happened to strike up a conversation with the mayor’s nineteen-year-old daughter. They were in the same class in high school, and one thing led to another…”

“No,” Maura gasps. “Tell me he didn’t⁠—”

“Let her take a look at his sword in the coat closet? He sure did. Beau has…let’s call it a reckless streak. They were discovered, shrieks were shrieked, lawsuits were discovered, police were called. About what you’d expect to happen.”

“Wow. I wish anything like that had happened at the galas my father dragged me to,” she says, shaking her head. “They were so mind-numbingly boring. I only found someone worth talking to once.”

“Oh?”

“A boy. He was maybe ten or eleven. My father had locked me in a storage room as punishment for sitting under a table to draw, and this boy just…appeared..”

Something stirs in my chest. A memory, hazy and half-formed.

“He brought me some dessert,” Maura continues, her voice soft with nostalgia.

“And orange soda. He sat with me for a while. He was the first person who ever really looked at my art, you know? Like he was taking it seriously.”

The plane lurches, and she squeezes my hand tighter. I squeeze back, but my mind is elsewhere. Horses. A storage room. Cake from the kitchen.

It can't be.

“His parents came to get him eventually,” Maura says. “His mother was the most beautiful woman I'd ever seen. And the way his father looked at her...” She trails off, shaking her head. “I'd never seen love like that before. Not in real life. I think about them sometimes. I hope that boy found someone who loves him like that.”

My throat feels tight. I should say something. I should tell her.

But the plane shudders again, Maura's face goes pale, and the moment passes.

“But, anyway, back to the story with Beau—how did you get out of being arrested?”

I shrug. “How else? Writing a significant check to the mayor’s campaign fund, given with promises to keep Beau fifty yards away from the daughter at all times.”

“I’m guessing Beau didn’t keep to those promises.”

“Of course not. Reckless streak and all. The next week, he twisted his ankle jumping out of the daughter’s bedroom window. Spent one month on crutches and two months bitching about the pain.”

“Stop.” She laughs, grabbing her stomach. “Seriously, I’ve had to pee since takeoff, but I’ve been too scared to walk to the bathroom. If I keep laughing, I’m going to have to pay to get your leather seats professionally cleaned.”

“As soon as there’s a break in the turbulence, I’ll help you walk over,” I promise.

“Thanks, but I’m pretty sure I can walk by myself.”

“I’m walking you, because I’m not taking any chances and getting a second twisted ankle on my conscience,” I tell her. Hopefully, wrapping it in a joke will make her accept it, because there’s no way in hell I’m letting her go on her own.

She rolls her eyes. “So bossy.”

“I thought you knew that by now.”

“Think we’re good now?” she says after a few minutes of relative calm.

“Yeah.” I pull her to her feet and put my hand on her lower back, guiding her to the back bathroom. Immediately, I’m glad I insisted on walking her, because her legs tremble slightly underneath her. I brace my spare hand on her elbow to help her balance, the silk of her blouse soft against my skin.

“You’re not going to follow me in, are you?” she asks as she pushes the door open.

“I’m not that controlling.” I take a seat in a nearby row. “I’ll wait till you’re done, though. Just in case.”

The plane remains calm when we walk back to our seats. After a few minutes, the flight attendant comes out to offer us coffee or tea. Without the turbulence, Maura doesn’t take my hand again and we fall into a charged silence as she reads and I study her face in profile. Trying to see the little girl from the gala who promised me she’d be at the next one but never showed.

My chest squeezes and when Maura looks at me with a question in her lifted brow, I clear my throat and look away before she can guess at my thoughts.

I file away the memory and hope the bone deep sensation in my chest can be locked away with it, gripping the armrest until my pulse slows.
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MAURA


The afternoon sun turns the white Grecian rooftops a warm, yellowy shade that makes the blue sky even more intense. We’ve just gotten off the jet, but already I'm so captivated by the beautiful views of the islands that I don't want to go inside again. I wish I could just grab James's hands and drag him to the airport exit. We could just walk until our legs were exhausted, exploring everything.

Unfortunately, James only has one destination in mind—the sleek black car, waiting on the tarmac.

“Come on,” he says, his eyes on his phone. “We’ll head straight to the villa. You can unpack while I have a meeting with one of my producers. Then the staff should have dinner ready for us, and we can get an early night before our hike tomorrow.”

I frown. “We’re not going out for dinner?”

“We should really rest up and catch up on sleep.”

The town car driver opens the back door. James gives him a nod before climbing in the backseat. When I don’t immediately follow, he looks expectantly at me.

“The staff will bring our luggage,” he explains. “We don’t have to wait.”

I sigh. “Okay.”

I should've expected that even on vacation, James would be a slave to his schedule. Just days ago, he told me he wasn't spontaneous. He hasn’t even put on his vacation clothes—he’s still wearing a suit, button-up, and tie. It’s another reminder that our enjoyment is on a schedule.

Our car moves smoothly over the island’s winding roads. While James's eyes are glued to his phone, I take in the remarkable scenery. I've seen photos of the Greek islands before, but I always assumed that they were somewhat Photoshopped. The sky and the buildings couldn’t really be such an intense contrast of blue and white, I thought—but I was wrong. The contrast is only made more beautiful by the bright bougainvillea snaking over the whitewashed houses. Every so often, I can make out the Aegean Sea glittering in the distance.

It's a short drive from the airport to the village just outside our villa. The car slows down as we move through the village streets. My eyes eagerly take in the mudbrick houses, the small domed churches, the cobbled streets.

Our car stops so a woman can lead her actual donkey across the street, and I catch sight of a tiny café just ahead of us. Its hand-painted signs and mismatched metal chairs are so charming, I can’t stop myself.

“Stop the car!” I gasp.

James’s head whips up. “Is something wrong?”

“No, I just want to stop there for a coffee.” I point to the café, and he frowns.

“We don’t have time, Maura.”

“Please? It'll be quick.”

He examines my pleading expression and sighs. “This isn't on the schedule.”

“I know. That's what makes it exciting.”

“I don't find deviation from schedules exciting. I find it stressful.”

“James. We're in Greece. On our honeymoon. If you can't deviate from a schedule here, where can you?”

He's quiet for a moment. “The café does look sort of nice…”

“Was that…was that you admitting I'm right?”

“It was me admitting the café looks nice. Don't push it.”

I mime zipping my lips.

“You can stop the car,” he orders the driver, and I practically leap out of the backseat.

The warm sun seeps into my skin, and the scent of the flowering magenta tree beside me lights up my senses. This place is everything I hoped for and more.

A bell tingles as I open the door of the café. It's small inside, with a display case of pastries and a coffee bar set up behind the counter. The menu written in chalk on the wall is in Greek, and I have no idea what it says. The customers in line just in front of me are chattering away with the woman behind the counter in Greek. Oh, well. If she can't tell me what's on the menu, I guess I'll have to point randomly and hope it's not something too bitter.

When the other customers leave, I step up to the register.

“Hi, do you speak English?” I ask.

The woman behind the counter nods. “Yes. How can I help you?” Her voice is only lightly accented.

“Do you have anything that's like caramel latte, but decaf?”

She smiles. “You should get a Freddo Espresso. Cold coffee and sweet milk.”

“If you can do a decaf, that sounds perfect,” I say happily. “James, what about you?”

“I'll take whatever you recommend,” he says, handing over a few euros.

As the woman makes her drinks, James goes back to his phone to answer more emails. I take the opportunity to look around the café. It's cramped and cozy, every table full of locals enjoying their drinks, not in a rush. A group of teenage girls snap photos of each other in front of the colorful pink painting. Four old men play cards at a back table, surrounded by empty coffee cups. I suspect the table is kind of like their office, where they spend their days swapping stories of their youth.

Outside the front window, a woman in a long white dress walks hand-in-hand with her daughter. I feel a pain of happiness and longing in my chest. That's what I want for myself—an afternoon to stroll outside with my child.

I touch James's arm. “Would you mind going back to the villa without me?”

He looks up from his phone, frowning. “What?”

“I know you have a meeting to get to, but I'd like to explore the village a little. Maybe you can send the car to come pick me up in a few hours. We only get a few days here, so I want to take advantage.”

“No,” he says, looking back at his phone and typing.

My jaw drops. “What do you mean, no? This is my vacation, too. Just because you⁠—”

He raises a hand to stop me. “What I mean to say is, I can cancel my meeting. I can have it on Zoom later.”

A smile tugs at the edge of my mouth. “Does that mean you're coming with me?”

“If that's okay.”

I link my arm in his. “It's preferred.”

My Freddo Espresso was just as delicious as I hoped it would be, sweet and frothy. It’s the perfect refreshment for wandering through the little cobbled streets. We only make it about a block before I spot a tiny shop with pottery in the windows.

“Oh, let's go in!” I chirp, tugging my husband toward the door.

Inside, I find dozens of shelves packed with artisan ceramic pieces. There are gorgeous but practical sets of dishes, but also tiny, strange little statues—clearly modern, not traditional. An elderly woman emerges from the back room to explain every piece I touch in heavily-accented English. It seems like every cup, every vase has a story. This one is made by an elderly man who was born in this town and glazed by his daughter, who moved to Athens. These plates have been made the same way, by the same family, for over two hundred years. Those tiles were taken from a local church before it was demolished and repainted by a young artist.

My favorite piece is a large cobalt blue bowl, sculpted and fired by the saleswoman herself, with tiny fish scales and a winding mermaid carved into it. James gives the woman his credit card and she wraps it up for him.

“Thank you,” I tell him, wrapping my arm around his waist as we emerge back into the village. “I love the bowl.”

“I have a feeling this won't be the last thing I buy you today,” he says, humor in his voice.

He's right about that. By sheer luck, we started our walk in the village’s art district. Every street has multiple shops that drag my attention. At first, I feel a little bad making James stop so often. I almost skip walking into a clothing store with piles of colorful scarves in the window. It’s James that stops me.

“I saw you looking at that pink scarf,” he says, almost accusingly.

I shrug. “It’s nice.”

“But you don’t want to stop and get it.”

“It would make a nice present for Cat, but I don't need it.”

He tugs me toward the shop door. “Come on. We're in no rush.”

“What about your schedule?” I can't resist asking.

“I think it fell in the Aegean and drowned,” he jokes.

Everything that catches my fancy, James buys without complaint, from a breezy blue sundress to a fresh baklava as big as my hand. He also insists on carrying everything, telling me that since he’s skipping the gym all week, being my packhorse will be his replacement workout. After loading up with his eighth shopping bag—this one full of little pieces of onyx I found at a small store—he politely suggests we turn around and head back to the car.

“I wish I could do this every day,” I sigh.

“Go shopping? You could.”

I shake my head. “It's not the shopping. It's the exploring. Other people who I would never have run into at home—all their stories, their arts—it’s like adding a new color to a paint palette.”

“So you’d like to travel more?”

“I wish I could have more of everything. More places, more experiences, more people. And I don't just want to see them, I want them to experience me. I want to leave a little part of myself everywhere I go, so I know that I’m leaving something behind.” I shake my head. “I guess that must not make any sense.”

“It does.” He hesitates a moment. “Sometimes, I think I’m lucky that my parents were famous. So many people knew them, or at least felt like they knew them. They’re gone now, but I'm not the only one responsible for holding their memories.”

“Sequel was their idea, right?” I ask, and he nods. “So in a way, you’re sharing them even more, bringing their dream into almost every household in Canada.”

“Yes.” It's just a single word, but the way he says it feels enormous. Like maybe nobody else has ever understood that. I wonder if it’s true.

No—I must be imagining that. I'm sure he's talked about that with his best friends before. He wouldn't have saved it to confide in only me.

By the time we get back to the car, the sun has lowered enough that the sky is streaked with gold and pink. The driver helps James unload my bags into the truck before starting the short drive to the villa.

I love the building the second I see it. Perched high above the sea, it looks like a seashell with its white stucco and blue shutters. We drive into a lovely courtyard framed with olive trees and park in front of a small fountain.

We’re greeted at the door by a tiny, ancient Greek woman who comes up to about my shoulder. The driver informs us that she’s the housekeeper and chef, as well as that she doesn’t speak a word of English.

Neither James nor I speak Greek, but that doesn't stop the housekeeper from chattering on extensively as she shows us around the place. She leads us through a large, open living room with cool stone floors and glass windows, looking out at a wide terrace and an infinity pool. She gestures down a hallway to a kitchen, but I can’t tell whether she’s inviting us to go there or asking us to stay out of her way.

She ends her tour in our bedroom. It's massive, easily twice the size of James's room at home. One end of the room has a small sitting area, with a little desk facing the window that would be perfect for sketching at. The other end contains a gigantic bed covered in white linens. Sliding glass doors open onto the terrace we saw earlier. From here, I can see that a tall line of shrubs blocks the pool and terrace from being viewed from the kitchen. James and I will have plenty of privacy.

I can’t help but think it’s exactly the kind of place a person might fall in love, if they were the type.

Once she’s pointed to our bags, set down just next to a large wardrobe, the housekeeper leaves us, closing the door behind her.

I glance at the large bed. James and I have never just slept together before. Of course, the housekeeper would assume we’d stay together as husband and wife, but that’s not us.

“Are you sure you want me to stay here?” I ask.

James raises a brow. “Where else would you stay?”

“I don’t know, a guest room or something.”

“Is that what you want?”

His expression is inscrutable. I have no idea if he wants me to sleep with him, or if he’s just indifferent. I examine his eyes and the set of his mouth, trying to figure out the answer he wants.

“No,” I say finally. “I want to stay with you.”

His eyes flash with pleasure. “Good.”

Blood buzzes through my brain as I stroll around the room, taking it all in. Today was exhilarating, but also exhausting. I'm dying to explore, to go out and look over the edge of the terrace, but I'm exhausted and more than a little sweaty.

“I’m going to go shower,” I tell James.

“Good. I have to check a few emails.” He pulls off his suit jacket and loosens his tie, finally ready to relax, as much as he’s capable of doing.

The shower is heavenly, hot, steamy, and with water pressure so strong, my skin feels massaged. I happily turn my face up to the water and let it wash away the plane smell and any dust from the village streets. It’s so soothing, I could probably fall asleep standing up if I’m not careful.

Finally, I emerge, wrapped in a fresh white towel with my hair damp around my shoulders. I half-expect to find James on the phone with Taylor, carefully rescheduling every item for the next few days of our trip.

Instead, I find him sprawled out on top of the duvet, asleep. His cuffs and the top buttons of his shirt are undone, but otherwise, he’s still completely clothed, save for his shoes and socks. His chest rises and falls with long, even breaths.

I walk to the edge of the bed, gazing down at him. His lips are slightly parted, his face more relaxed than I’ve ever seen it. He looks years younger than he usually does, without his sharp, composed expression.

My lips curl up, and I’m struck with the sudden urge to get out my sketchbook and draw him. I want to remember how he looks when he’s fully at peace. Somehow, though, I get the feeling he wouldn't appreciate waking up to find me staring at him with a pencil in hand.

Instead I open my suitcase and slip into my pajamas. I slide open the terrace door, letting in the cool night air. In the distance, I can hear the crashing of the sea waves. Once I’ve turned off the lights, I crawl into bed beside James. Within minutes, I drift off to sleep with his warmth at my back, surrounded by the quiet sound of the sea.
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JAMES


Astrange tickling feeling jolts me out of sleep. My eyes snap open, and my brain whirls as I realize I'm not in my bed. It takes me another moment to put the pieces together. A warm breeze, drifting through a thin white curtain. A mattress that’s softer than my own. Soft auburn hair, tickling my nose and arm.

I'm in Greece, and my wife is curled up against me in my bed.

I must've been so exhausted, I drifted off before my usual nighttime routine. Normally, I don't have quite so much difficulty adjusting to a new place when I travel. Work takes me across the globe, and I’ve never woken up confused about where I am.

No, it must be the sensation of sharing a bed with another person. As a rule, I don't have women sleep over. Before this, the last person I shared a bed with was Ryan, when an impromptu trip to Las Vegas with the boys forced us to bunk in a single hotel room. Ryan and I got off lucky in the rock-paper-scissors tournament for sleeping locations. Beau and Nate got stuck on a rickety pull-out couch, while poor Luke was stuck curled up on a pile of towels on the floor.

Maura is a much more pleasant bed partner than Ryan. She smells better, for one. The faint scent of her jasmine perfume makes me want to bury my face in her neck. She also doesn’t hog the bed like Ryan. Maura lies flat on her back, one hand laid gently against her pillow.

No, I’m the one who invaded her space. Sometime in the night, I rolled over and wrapped my arm around her waist, snuggling my face against her hair. It puts me in a good position to gaze down at her. In sleep, her face is more relaxed than I’ve ever seen it, her brow smooth, her full lips parted gently. I wouldn’t call Maura a tense person, but seeing her now, it’s clear there’s some heaviness she carries with her in her waking hours. I wonder what it is, and if she’d tell me if I asked her.

I don’t know how long I spend gazing at her before her eyes flutter open. Her caramel eyes meet mine, and they crinkle at the edges in amusement.

“Good morning,” she says sleepily. “How long have you been staring at me?”

I nuzzle against her neck, giving into the urge to inhale her perfume. “Since about midnight.”

She giggles. “Keeping watch in case I attacked?”

“Of course. I know how dangerous you are.” I press little kisses against her soft skin, relishing in her sigh.

“I'm not dangerous enough to keep you from hogging in the bed,” she teases. “You didn’t have enough space on your side?”

“I'm a tall man. I need my space. In fact, I might have taken the whole bed if it wasn't for you drooling on your pillow.”

She smacks my arm playfully. “I do not! I can’t believe you’re spreading these lies before you’ve even said good morning.”

I close the space between us, pressing my lips to hers and lazily tasting her. It feels beyond decadent to have her like this, first thing in the morning, before checking my email or going to the gym or doing any other work tasks. Instead, I get to feel my wife’s soft, hot mouth under mine, her gentle fingers weaving into my hair.

I pull away just long enough to murmur, “Good morning.”

“Good morning,” Maura replies breathlessly, just before she yanks me back down to kiss me again. Her tongue strokes mine hungrily, and her hands tear at the buttons of the dress shirt I fell asleep in. After I shrug it off, her urgency vanishes as her hands trace my chest.

“You’re beautiful,” she whispers. “Like a statue.”

The strange compliment sends a shiver of pleasure through me. She’s looking at me through her artist’s eyes, and it feels more than someone just admiring my looks. She runs her fingers over the lines of my muscles like she wishes she’d drawn them.

I bring one of those hands to my mouth, kissing over her knuckles. I take the tip of one slender finger into my mouth and suck gently.

“Not half as beautiful as you,” I mutter. “God, Maura, you have the softest fucking skin.”

The breeze wafts through the curtain, drawing goosebumps on Maura’s skin as I brush my lips up her inner arm. Her hips squirm toward nothing as I map the inner line of her arm with my lips and tongue. When I reach her pajama sleeve, I move back up to her neck. She throws her head back for me, an inherent gesture of trust. I growl my approval as my hands track downward over her torso.

“Open for me, wife,” I murmur, pressing my hand against her closed thighs.

Maura obeys, spreading her legs for my exploring fingers. She gazes up at me through lust-addled eyes, like one simple order from me was enough to make her desperate. She lifts her hips to help me pull off her shorts and panties, and I groan when I find her dripping.

“Already so wet for me,” I mutter. My fingers trace over every inch and spread her wetness all over her. Her hips grind against my hand, telling me how much she likes it. Every little sigh and whimper she lets out makes my heart thud a little faster.

“Do you ever dream about this, Maura?” I whisper. “My hand on your cunt, making you come?”

“Yes,” she whispers. Her thighs close tighter around my hand.

My cock throbs at her answer. “You do?”

Her eyes meet mine, darkened with lust. “All the time.”

Fuck, does she even know how hot that is? Does she have any idea how much it turns me on to know my wife lies in the bedroom across the hall, dreaming about my hands on her?

Maura shudders as I bring my fingers to her clit, circling it purposefully. “Do you—” she gasps. “Do you dream about me?”

I shake my head. “I don’t dream.”

Hurt flashes across her face, and I curse myself. Of course, she’d want to hear I dream about her, too. I cradle her face in my hand.

“I may not dream, but I fantasize about you,” I swear. “All the fucking time. When I’m at my desk, I can’t stop imagining you. Worshiping you and defiling you. Fuck, if you knew the things I think about when you traipse around in your little pajama shorts, you’d never come back to the apartment again.”

Maura’s eyes flit shut. Her legs tremble, and I recognize the strained expression she gets right before she comes.

Leaning against her ear, I whisper, “I’m going to do it all, wife. I’m going to live out every fucking fantasy you let me.”

My words drag her over the edge, and she whines my name as she comes against my fingers. I can’t stop the satisfied grin that spreads across my face.

I could have this every morning.

The thought stops me in my tracks. We might be on vacation, but there’s no reason to stop sleeping together. There’s nothing stopping me from tugging Maura back into my bed after a baby-making appointment, insisting she sleep curled up against me. I doubt she'd decline. Then I could wake her in the mornings with my fingers or my tongue.

I want that. I want that too goddamn much, but I’m smart enough to know I can’t have it. Maura doesn’t want to be my wife, not in the traditional way. Friendship and companionship is the most I can hope for—she’s made that clear enough.

So have I.

I shove the wanting to the back of my mind and focus on what I can have. My wife is blinking up at me with a satisfied smile, waiting for me to take her.

After I shove off my pants, I move to hover over her, carefully bracing my weight on my arms. I’m strangely aware of how easy it would be to crush her under my weight. Lining up my cock, I sink slowly into her molten heat.

“Fuck, Maura,” I groan. “You take my cock so goddamn well. It’s like you were made for this.”

Her hands crawl up my back. “Sometimes, I think I might be,” she confesses.

I fuck into her with long, languid strokes, feeling no need to bury myself all the way. It’s enough to have my wife’s legs wrapped around my waist, her caramel eyes warm on mine, the Grecian sun turning her pale skin a pearly gold.

She slides her own hand down to her clit, taking her pleasure. I soak in the sight of her pretty lips parted in want. She takes a shuddering gasp as I hit the right spot inside her, and my balls tighten. The second she comes, she’s going to take me with her. The pleasure curling up my spine is too much to bear for much longer.

Maura takes a sharp breath, and I duck my head to swallow her cries as her orgasm sweeps over her. Her pussy milks out my own orgasm, and I shudder as I spill every drop deep inside her.

[image: ]


The housekeeper has laid out an absurd spread of pastries, eggs, sausages, and fruit juices on the villa terrace. Maura nibbles on some kind of twisted bread as she gazes at the whitewashed buildings and the blue sea on the horizon. I can practically see her brain processing it all, dividing it into colors and textures, transforming it into a painting in her studio.

I pull out my phone. Work emails might be able to wait, but I’ve been ignoring the group chat with the guys, and if I don’t answer soon, they might send out a search party. Not a metaphorical one, either. Nate has been known to send local security operatives to check on us all if we’re MIA without an explanation.

Quickly, I discover that I’m not the only one out of town.

Luke


Where is everyone? I’m bored and lonely [image: slightly frowning face]




Nate


Security conference in Quebec.




Ryan


VIVA LAS VEGAS, BABY! Killing it at a tournament.




Beau


Restaurant supply store in Scarborough.




Luke


That’s so far!




Beau


It’s a thirty-minute drive, tops.




Luke


Is that an invite to come see you??




Beau


Sure, if picking out new glassware for Terrace sounds like a fun afternoon.




Luke


…on second thought, I might just stay home.




Unless James wants to save me from death by boredom??




Nate


He’s in Greece on his honeymoon.




James


It’s not a honeymoon. It’s a business trip with a short stop by the Greek islands.




Ryan


Dude, you’re in a villa, looking at the ocean, hanging with your hot wife right after your wedding. That’s a honeymoon.




James


Contract marriages don’t have honeymoons.




Ryan


Then how come you’re on one?




Beau


Luke, you’re the manners expert. Do contract marriages have honeymoons?




Luke


Contract marriages haven’t been a thing in so long, they’re no longer covered in etiquette classes.




Luke


That said, James is on a honeymoon.




James


I am not.




Ryan


Stop texting us and go stare at your hot wife.




James


I’m multitasking.




Luke


I hate being the single one.




Beau


What am I, chopped liver?




Luke


I need a girlfriend.




Nate


Last I checked, you have many female companions.




Luke


Are you calling me a slut?




Nate


Yes.




Luke


Fair enough.




“You know, there’s a whole sea out there if you want to look at it,” Maura says, interrupting my thoughts.

I put my phone back in my pocket. “Sorry. Answering texts from the guys.”

“What are they saying?”

“That Luke’s a slut.”

She nods. “Yes, I think I heard Brinley mention that.”

“Have you had a chance to look at today’s schedule?” I ask, sipping my orange juice.

“Why don’t you tell me all about it?” She bats her eyes playfully. “I know schedule talk is basically dirty talk for you.”

I chuckle and pull out my tablet. “We have another hour to shower and get ready. Then I thought we’d visit the Greek porphyry supplier’s quarry.”

Her smile widens. “We get to go to the actual quarry? Not just a storeroom?”

“I made a few calls.” I ignore the swell of pride in my chest at the way her eyes light up. “It's a bit of a hike to get there, but the scenery is beautiful.”

“A hike?” Maura’s smile grows tight. “What kind of a hike? Is it hard?”

“They told me the terrain is uneven. It’ll be moderately difficult.” It’s impossible to miss the flicker of concern across Maura’s face. Shit, I just assumed the hike wouldn’t be a problem. I should have asked her—I have no idea if Maura even likes hiking. Her pale skin suggests she’d rather spend time inside. “Are you up for it?”

There’s a flash of white teeth as Maura nips her lower lip. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed but I’m not exactly athletic, husband.”

She laughs hollowly. “But I’m sure I can handle it as long as you don’t mind going a little slow for me.”

“Of course, I don’t. We can go at whatever pace you’re most comfortable.”

Worry settles in my stomach. Maybe this wasn’t the best idea. It’s supposed to be pretty hot out and if she isn’t used to longer periods of exertion…

“I can call it off, if you prefer.” I try to make my tone sound casual. “I’m sure the supplier can bring samples to the villa or give us a tour over Zoom. We could relax by the pool all day instead.”

Say yes.

She shakes her head vigorously. “Absolutely not. There's no way I'm missing seeing the quarry in person. We’re going.”

My stomach twists and I’m not sure why I’m suddenly so nervous about this. I try to shake it off.

“You’re sure?”

“Definitely. In fact, I'm going to get changed right now. Good thing you reminded me to pack those comfy shoes, huh?” She winks playfully before striding back inside the villa.

I sigh. I'm probably just worrying about nothing. I'll keep a close eye on her during the hike, and hopefully, the whole day will go according to plan.
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MAURA


Isquint into the bright sun as we emerge from under a copse of knotted olive trees. I didn’t wear sunglasses on our hike, not wanting to compromise my view of the colors of the landscape. Now, with the sun bearing down on me, I'm starting to think that was a mistake.

“This way!” Kostos, our guide, says cheerily, pointing down a dirt path.

A thin, vital man in his fifties, Kostos greeted us with hugs instead of handshakes, to James’s mild horror. His family owns the quarry we’re visiting and has for several generations. He obviously knows the islands like the back of his hand, pointing out tiny details I would've missed otherwise.

At my side, James glances down at me. “You doing okay?”

I nod. “More than okay. I mean, look at this!”

I gesture at the view before us. We’re far from any buildings, left with rocks and cliffs, shaded with occasional gnarled olive trees. Above us, the sky stretches out in a vivid, endless blue. I catch sight of a small copse of purple wildflowers.

“Hold on a sec.” I kneel near the flowers, picking up the camera hanging around my neck to snap some photos. I've never painted this kind of brilliant purple with shades of brown and tan, and it’s so striking, I want to remember it exactly.

“Mallow flowers,” Kostos says from behind us. “Very pretty. You will see more just up the hill.”

I nod, making a mental note. The men patiently stop for me a dozen more times over the next few minutes. There's almost too much to take in. I’m hypnotized by the way the rocks change, getting more ragged and extreme the closer we get to the coast. Occasionally, the entire path will bend around a massive boulder. The wildlife is perfectly adapted to the climate, the wildflowers bursting from the sandy soil while the trees sink twisting, determined roots in crevices between rocks.

As I build my mental catalogue of images, I have a sudden burst of inspiration—my next solo show, built around the hard lines between land and sea. The drama of sweeping cliffs thrusting from the water, or the organic, shifting border between the beach and the waves.

I’m not sure if the idea will stick. Sometimes when I’m painting, a different idea will take prominence. Either way, I know this trip will influence my next paintings.

We reached a thinner part of the path which forces us to walk in single file. At first, James moves behind me. When I stop to snap photos of a strange black rock, he falls into conversation with Kostos. I don't mind. His broad, muscled back rather improves the view.

James walks a few paces ahead with a long, easy stride. It reminds me of just how much weaker and more fragile my body is. Daily gym visits have built his body into a machine. Unfortunately for me, Dr. Markovic has forbidden most activities besides walking, yoga, and gentle, low-impact calisthenics.

Normally, I wouldn’t be bothered. If I obsessed about everything I couldn’t do, I’d be consumed with self-pity. After about half an hour of walking, though, the path rises up ahead of me. I swallow over a lump in my throat. So far, I’ve been able to keep up. I'm not so sure I can manage it on a steeper incline.

I curl my fingers around the straps of my backpack. There's no way I'm turning back now, not when the stones I’ve been dreaming about are so close. I may just have to go a little slower, that's all.

Stones crunch under my sneakers as I tromp up the hill. With every step, my bag feels a little heavier. Maybe I shouldn't have brought the camera, after all. It’s just more weight for me to carry. The brilliant sun blazes down, drawing a thin sheen of sweat over my skin.

My chest heaves as my lungs desperately seek more oxygen. I press my hand against my sternum, like that will help my body suck in more air. I try to focus on the landscape, mentally naming the color of every flower I see.

I can do this. I’ve been fine so far, and there’s no reason to stop now. All I have to do is keep putting one foot in front of the other. I’ve made it through harder things before. And I took my meds right on schedule this morning and have all this past week.

I’m totally fine.

Ahead of me, the men stop. Kostos points to our left, toward a small collection of sailboats drifting across the turquoise waters. “Fisherman,” he explains. “You can buy what they're catching in the market in the village tomorrow.”

“Beautiful,” I chirp, trying and failing to hide my increasingly labored breathing. James shoots me a funny look.

“I'm going to take some pictures,” I tell him. “You go on ahead. I’ll catch up.”

It might take me an hour, but I will catch up. I refuse to be the girl who can't walk up a hill.

James doesn’t move. “Do you need a break?”

His icy eyes take in my face, which is definitely flushed pink. I force a smile.

“My lungs are just being dramatic.” I laugh. “It can't be far now. I'll be fine.”

“Are you sure? I've got water in my bag. We can sit and take in the view.”

“And let Kostos beat me to the top? Absolutely not. I have my pride.”

“You're competing with a fifty-year-old Greek man who does this hike weekly.”

“And I intend to win.”

James's lips twitch. “You know this isn't actually a race.”

“Everything's a race if you have the right attitude.”

Kostos has a few good decades on me, and he’s practically skipping ahead. I will not be lapped by a fifty-year-old, and I will not be the sick girl who can’t enjoy this hike that shouldn’t even be that hard.

James lingers closer to me for the rest of the walk, like he’s ready to jump in and grab me if I start to fall. I would snap at him to give me some space if I could spare the breath to do it. I keep my eyes trained on the path ahead of me. One more step. Another step. Another. Another.

I disappear into the repetitive motion, pretending each step can be the last one. I’m so focused, I almost miss it when the hill crests in front of us, showing us the quarry.

“Here we are!” Kostos proclaims happily, and I gasp. It’s like someone dipped a spoon into the mountain and grabbed a scoop, leaving a broad, clean hollow below. Construction equipment is lined up against the quarry walls, not currently in use. The workers must be on a break.

The stones are mostly pale-yellow limestone. The rarer stones, the ones I’m more interested in, will be deeper, in specific pockets. That doesn’t make the display any less breathtaking. The fact that the quarry is run by a family company, not some huge corporation, makes the whole thing feel more intimate. For generations, the same bloodline has chipped away at the earth, leaving their mark. This limestone has made buildings, statues, and memorials

“It’s beautiful,” I breathe.

Kostos claps me on the back, earning an unnecessary glare from James. “I am glad you like it. Come, let us take a closer look.”

I can practically hear my muscle sigh and relief at the opportunity to walk down a slope instead of up. We stroll down the incline while Kostos points out the oldest parts of the quarry, where they’ve been digging the longest. I’m fascinated by the layers of stone that have been chiseled away over the years, a measured, careful carving away.

A breeze off the sea swirls dust around us, and I laugh, watching my pale-blue athletic shirt turn practically brown.

“It gets a bit dusty,” Kostos says apologetically. “Come, let me take you to the storeroom. I can show you our rarer stones.”

The storeroom turns out to be underground, in a pleasantly cool cellar. I sit next to James on a wide wooden bench, and I practically groan at how good it feels to take the weight off my feet. He places his hand on my knee, an unusual moment of PDA from him.

“Are you alright?” he asks again.

Inwardly, I roll my eyes. I’m tired of answering the same question over and over, even if I’m giving James more than enough reason to doubt my answer.

“I’m great.” I settle my hand over his, interweaving our fingers. “I can’t wait to see Kostos’s supply.”

He grunts. By now, I know James well enough to interpret his grunts. Just now, he was informing me that even though I didn’t answer his underlying question, he was generously choosing to let it go.

Kostos emerges with two large wooden cases, like overlarge briefcases. I wonder again that a man so skinny has such wiry strength. He sets the cases down on a table and opens the first one.

“Spessartine garnet,” he says, gesturing to the rough-cut stones. “We have a small vein in our quarry here. Our stones are lighter than most, almost more yellow than orange.”

“They’re stunning.” I sigh. They really are, holding a sunshiny brilliance even without being polished. I know garnet is relatively hard, and I’m grateful to know I’ve got an industrial crusher being installed. “Can I touch them?”

“Of course!” Kostos beams.

I reach for a fist-sized, bumpy stone. As I hold it up to the light, the color shifts dimly, like flowing honey. “How do you extract it?” I ask.

“We begin with a chisel. It can take hours to make sure we don’t accidentally break up the stone. When it’s as dislodged as we can get it, we use a gentle acid to break away any stubborn pieces.”

“How many hours went into extracting this?” I raise the stone in my hand, and Kostos chuckles.

“Perhaps two days? It would be less, if the stone weren’t so large. Smaller gems are much easier to separate. If we had any veins we were currently mining, I would show you. But alas…”

“No, seeing these is enough.” I lay the large stone back in the case, then trace my fingers over the others. They’re smooth and cool. I almost feel a little guilty about how much I want to smash these carefully extracted stones to smithereens.

When I’m finished admiring the garnet, Kostos sets the case to the side. “Now this stone is what we are most known for. Greek porphyry.”

My stomach alights with butterflies. Here's the stone I was most eager to see. I saw a small piece in a museum several years ago, and I've been on the hunt for more ever since. My leg shakes with excitement, something I only noticed when James squeezes my knee comfortingly.

I gasp audibly as Kostos opens the lid. The stone lies in large rectangular blocks, larger and smoother than the garnet. The stone is speckled with leafy hues, minty spring green and dark forest green. A small flat rock is in my hand before I even realize I'm reaching for it. Beside me, James chuckles.

“I've never seen you so enamored,” he says. “Should I be jealous?”

“Yes. I’m leaving you for this rock.” I feel the cool, smooth stone. I wonder if there's a way to preserve the shapes in the rock before I put it on a canvas. Maybe I could cut it into shards, or use a laser to cut ultra-thin pieces. I'll probably only be able to get a few pieces to bring home, so I'll have to be extra careful how I use them.

“We'll take them all,” James declares.

Or not.

“We can’t take them all!” I gasp.

“Why not?” His blue eyes capture mine. “You like them. Money’s not an issue.”

“We can’t just wipe out Kostos’s whole supply!”

The guide clears his throat. “We extract the stones so we can sell them,” he says. “I'd be happy to see them go to someone who appreciates them so much.”

“I'm going to destroy them,” I blurt out, feeling the need to confess. “I'm a painter, and I use ground up stones in my work. I understand if you disapprove.”

Kostos chuckles. “What is there for me to disapprove of? It's no different from you using it for jewelry. You are taking the stone to make something beautiful. Take it. Enjoy it.”

“Thank you.” My voice catches in my throat. The gratitude I feel is almost overwhelming. Now that I've seen the work it takes to reach these stones, having Kostos’s approval feels invaluable.

While James and Kostos discuss payment and shipping, I run my fingers over the stones again. I’m fixated on the porphyry. The green is just so vital and alive. I can't wait to experiment with it and see what I can create.

The sun hangs lower in the sky as we start the hike back to our car. The heat is even higher now, and the breeze has kicked up, swirling dust in our faces. Even though we're going downhill, my body is still miserable. I glance out at the sea, taking in the white sailboats. I wish I were on one of those boats, with cool air and sea spray in my face.

I wish I could just sit down. That would be enough right now.

I focus my eyes on James’s back just ahead of me. If I fall, at least I’ll fall into him. I can't imagine that my weight would be able to dislodge him.

A gust of wind sends more dust into my face, and I cough. Drawing breath is already hard enough. I don't need this making it worse. With every step, my body feels heavier. My sneakers feel like cement boots.

One more step. One more step.

My heart thuds heavy in my chest, sending much-needed fresh blood to my exhausted muscles. But the rhythm feels off, like a few beats are just a bit too early or too late. I'm just nervous, I tell myself. I just need to keep pushing and we’ll be at the end of the hike in no time.

I realize with a start that I can't hear the distant sea waves anymore. It's like there’s a bubble around my head, muffling out the sound. When my eyes dart up, my vision blurs at the edges.

In front of me, I can make out the shape of my husband. He's saying something to me, but I can't make out what. I try to explain, but my tongue feels thick in my mouth.

Then the whole world tilts. The sky spins underneath me, the dust sweeping up to replace the blue up above. I think maybe I hear my name.

The last thing I registered is a pair of strong arms catching me before my head can slam into the rocks. Then everything goes black.
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JAMES


My heart hammers in my chest as Kostos speeds down the village street toward the private clinic. After Maura passed out, he led the way while I carried her down the path. He insisted on driving me to the clinic so I could sit in the back with her and monitor her. I worried he’d drive too slowly, but thankfully, he speeds like the devil is chasing us.

Fuck, why did I insist on this stupid hike? I should've canceled the moment Maura hesitated. I know she doesn't take care of herself, so it's my goddamn job to do it for her. And I failed.

Maura lies slumped against me in the backseat, her already-pale skin a sickly greenish white. My fingers press against the pulse point on her neck. Her heartbeat feels rapid and erratic, but at least it’s still beating. “Maura,” I mutter for what feels like the hundredth time. “Talk to me. Wake up.”

Her eyelids don’t open, and she doesn’t respond. My chest feels like it’s constrained by a gigantic rubber band. Fuck, I don’t know what I’ll do if something happens to her.

The car skids to a stop right in front of the clinic. Across the street, a pair of elderly Greek women stare at us disapprovingly. Their judgmental expressions stop the second I emerge from the backseat, my unconscious wife in my arms.

“I will come with you,” Kostos says, jumping out of the front seat. “In case you need a translator.”

“You've done more than enough. I contacted the clinic before we arrived on the island, and I know they have English-speaking staff.” At least I did that much. At least I did the bare minimum to look out for Maura’s safety.

He nods. “Then call me when you know that she’s well.”

I spare a second to give him a thankful nod before dashing inside the clinic. Inside, the waiting room is cool and clean, with slightly outdated wallpaper. I just hope their equipment is more updated than their decor. Thankfully, the waiting room is empty.

Behind the reception desk, a nurse with bright-red dyed hair looks at me with widened eyes.

“My wife passed out on a hike,” I say before she can greet me in Greek. “Her heartbeat’s erratic and she’s unresponsive. We need help.”

“Come with me,” she says quickly, opening the door that leads back into the clinic. She barks out a few words in Greek, summoning two other nurses and a man in a white coat—a doctor, I assume. One of the nurses gestures for me to follow him into a nearby room and lie Maura out on a table. The doctor leans down to check Maura’s airway while the male nurse starts hooking her up to the monitor.

I suck in a breath, but I can’t seem to get enough oxygen. Gasping for breath, I claw at the buttons of my shirt, trying to make space for my lungs. It’s too tight, and the air here is too damn thin.

A bitter metallic taste spreads over my tongue as I watch them fit an oxygen mask over Maura’s mouth. Can she breathe on her own? I can’t make out the rise and fall of her chest from this far away. I take a step toward her, then stop. I can’t get in the doctors’ way. If I distract them—if I make them miss a step—if I fucking ruin this⁠—

The redheaded nurse taps my arm and gestures out into the hallway. “Come. I need you to answer some questions.”

I shake my head. “No. I won’t leave my wife.”

“We’ll let you back in once she’s stable. For now, I need all the information you can give me.”

I glance back at Maura, still lying unresponsive on the table. The doctor and nurses move quickly and reassuringly, chatting quietly in Greek. Even though every instinct demands that I stay at her side, I know the nurse is right. I’ll only get in their way. Still, my feet feel like heavy lead as I move. Every step away from her aches.

In the air-conditioned hallway, my sweat from the hike makes my skin clammy. Dust covers my skin and clothing in a thin sheen. I couldn’t feel more out of place in the sterile clinic.

The nurse opens a laptop, which she perches on a tall table. Her scrubs are patterned with little green leaves, and my eyes focus on the pattern. “What’s your wife’s name?” she asks.

“Maura Keller.” I spell it for her.

“Date of birth?”

My mind scrambles to come up with the date, which I’ve only heard a few times. “February 20.” Fuck, I can’t remember the year, and I’m too frantic to do the math. “She’s 26.”

The nurse’s fingers move quickly across the keyboard. “Does she have any existing conditions?”

I blink. “I-I don’t think so. Not that I know of.”

She nods and types something. “Is she taking any medications?”

I run a hand through my hair. Shit, I should know this. I think I spotted a few pill bottles in Maura’s bathroom back in Toronto, but I didn’t look too closely. At the time, it seemed nosy and intrusive. It wasn’t my business if she took any medications. Now, I feel like a complete idiot.

The nurse stares at me with narrowed eyes. I’m sure she’s wondering what kind of husband doesn’t know his own wife’s medical history. She must think I’m a cold, heartless, inconsiderate asshole.

She’d be right about that.

“I don’t know,” I confess. “I know she has a surgical scar on her chest. She takes some pills, but I don’t know what they are.”

The nurse nods. “Fine. Let me see if I can access her medical records. Where are you from?”

“Toronto, in Canada.”

She starts typing again, her fingers moving at an astonishing speed. I wonder vaguely if she took typing lessons. Fuck, my mind can’t seem to focus. I tap my foot on the floor to release the frantic energy that’s started flowing through my limbs. I wish I could pace the hallway, or better yet, break into a run. I need movement, motion, action. The walls are too clean and white, like the walls in my apartment. The walls before Maura hung paintings on them.

God, I don’t even feel like myself. Even in a crisis, I’ve always been able to gather myself and act rationally. Then again, I’ve never had to wait breathlessly for answers from doctors. After the accident, my parents were horribly, undeniably, mercifully dead before I could rush to a hospital. Then, there were bodies to identify, funerals to arrange, plans to make. Concrete tasks I could write on a list. Not this panicked limbo, this waiting.

The nurse asks me a few more questions between typing bursts, and I give our address and my social insurance number. Finally, she smiles, apparently successful.

“I’ll get this information to the doctor. Please, go back to the waiting room until we call you.”

I glance back at Maura’s room. The wooden door has no window, no way for me to glance in and check on her. I swallow, my mouth feeling bone dry. In there, my wife is lying flat on a slab while gloved hands and machines try to coax life back into her. The sudden, ghastly image of my mother’s still body flashes into my mind. She wasn’t breathing. Her entire body was waxy and still.

That can’t be Maura. An hour ago, my wife was sweaty, flushed, smiling. It can’t all be over. It just can’t be.

“I need to see her,” I rasp.

The nurse shakes her head. “The doctors need space to do their job.”

“I won’t bother them.” I need to look at Maura’s chest and see if it’s rising. I need to make sure she’s not still. I need to know it’s not all ruined, all my fault, all⁠—

A cold cylinder presses into my hand. It’s the nurse, handing me a thin paper cup of water. Automatically, I sip it. The cool liquid slides down my throat, anchoring me. I blink down at the nurse in her green-leafed scrubs.

“You need to sit down,” she orders, not unkindly. “You’re going to collapse if you don’t take a minute to drink and catch your breath. The last thing we need is both of you unconscious.”

Some small, rational part of me understands. Waiting here in this white hallway isn’t the answer. “And you’ll get me if anything goes wrong with Maura?” I ask.

“I promise.”

I walk back to the waiting room in a daze, barely aware of where I am. I startle when I see Kostos sitting in a chair, two coffees in hand.

“I could not leave,” he says simply. “You are a stranger here. I will stay until she is awake.”

A pang of wistfulness stabs through me. It’s such a fatherly gesture, caring and supportive. I’ve lived a decade without my own father now, and there hasn’t been another time that someone stepped up to take on that role.

I suppose Jack Archer has tried in his own way. He’s not exactly a warm man; he’s had enough trouble connecting with his own son, even before he found out about Ryan dating Pippa.

As I take the coffee from Kostos, there’s no way I could put my gratitude into words. It feels altogether bigger than the “thank you” I give him.

I scroll mindlessly through my phone, re-reading the bombardment of texts the guys sent earlier.

I didn't respond to any of it. What would I even say?

We sit quietly together, Kostos quickly becomes absorbed in a soccer game playing on a TV in the corner, despite the fact that it seems to have been played in the late ‘90s. I simply stare off into space. I have no desire to check my work emails, even though I certainly should. Sequel doesn’t feel important anymore. The only person that fucking matters is down a hallway I can’t enter.

I fucked up when I let Maura into my life. I should have known my colorful, chaotic wife wouldn’t be constrained by black-and-white contracts and clauses. She wormed her way into my heart before I knew she was doing it. It’s too late to regret it now, now that I’m finally ready to admit that I’m in love with her.

My circle is small for a reason—I know how fucking easy it is for someone you love to be ripped away from you. Even my friends wouldn’t occupy so much of my heart, if they hadn’t been grandfathered in from before my parents died. When I tried to pull away, they didn’t let me. They clawed their way back in with the annoying determination of bedbugs. They were enough, anyway. I didn’t plan on letting in anyone else.

I didn’t plan on Maura. If I lose her, I have no idea what surviving it would even look like.

After what feels like hours, the doctor finally emerges. He gestures for me to follow him, and Kostos pats me on the shoulder.

“I'll be waiting,” he assures me.

The doctor leads me down a short hallway into a small, clean office. Framed medical certificates hang on the wall behind his desk.

“I’m Dr. Dimakos,” the doctor says, taking a seat and gesturing for me to do the same. “I'm sorry I didn't get a chance to introduce myself earlier.”

“James Keller,” I say in response. “How’s Maura?”

“Still unconscious, but she’s stable now. Before we discuss her current condition, there are some things you should know.”

My stomach sinks. Part of me knew that Maura didn't just collapse from overexertion. There was always something wrong, something hinted at but never said. Now, at the worst possible time, I'll finally learn the truth.

“We’ve managed to contact Maura’s doctor in Toronto, who sent over her records,” Dr. Dimakos says. “My nurse tells me you’re not aware of her full medical history. Since you will be making her medical decisions until she’s conscious, though, it’s important that you know the facts.”

I nod, the responsibility heavy on my shoulders. Fuck, I hope I can guess what decision Maura would want me to make.

The doctor clears his throat. “Maura had a prior open-heart surgery when she was fourteen, as part of treatment for a chronic heart condition. She’s suffered recurrent episodes in the years since and uses medication to control her blood pressure and prevent blood clots. She remains at high risk for another incident.”

The words pummel at me, but they can’t seem to sink in. What’s he talking about? How can Maura be sick now? I can’t square the vital, bright, chaotic woman who invaded my life could be held down by anything.

“This is all news to you?” he asks sympathetically.

My wife has a heart condition. She's been hiding it from me. She could…she might…

My brain refuses to finish that sentence. Instead, it offers me helpful alternatives like: You could have prevented this if you'd known and Why didn't you ask more questions? and, most unhelpfully, You're an idiot, James.

“I…most of it.” I swallow. “We had a short engagement. She—well, she didn’t tell me everything.”

He nods. “Maura had a serious cardiac episode today, driven by overexertion. We were able to stabilize her, but excursions like that hike are dangerous. Her condition requires careful management.”

The world seems to lurch around me. Relief that she’s still alive swells over me, followed by a shattering wave of terror at what might have happened if we didn’t get to the clinic in time. It seems like there's a very real possibility that Maura might have died in my arms.

Fuck, I should've known. I should never have even pushed for this marriage contract in the first place. I had no idea that knowing so little about my wife could put her in danger like this

“There’s more,” Dr. Dimakos says. “Maura’s bloodwork shows that she’s newly pregnant.”

My own heart stops beating for a moment. Even though this is what we hoped for, I'm too overwhelmed with guilt and fear to even be happy. Maura’s health matters far more to me than this child who’s barely begun to exist.

No. That’s not what Maura would think, and I’m supposed to make the best decisions for her. She would love this child with her whole heart, the minute she knows it’s there. I have to look out for it, with the same ferocity I’d bring to taking care of Maura.

“Can I see her medication names?” I ask dumbly. I should write them down. I should at least know something.

The doctor nods and swivels his monitor, pointing to the screen. Before I can read the long list, my eye catches on a phrase that pierces through me like a bullet.

Reduced life expectancy.

How reduced, I want to demand. How much can this condition steal away from me? Five years? A decade? God forbid, more than that? I’ve barely had a chance to know Maura, and already I'm in danger of losing her.

Dr. Dimakos tilts his head, and I know he’s waiting for me to write down the medication names. I quickly pull out my phone, ignoring the dozens of missed notifications to type the names into my notes.

“Can I see her now?” I rasp and wonder when my hands started shaking.

“I’ll take you to her room.”

“And can you go tell my friend in the waiting room that my wife is stable, and that he can go home?” I can’t face Kostos right now. A single kind smile from him would make me break down, and I can’t afford to do that.

“Of course,” the doctor says kindly.

He leads me down the hall. He opens the door to Maura’s room, gently closing it behind me when I enter.

Half-open blinds show a dark sky outside. It’s already night. Already, the bright blue sky from our hike feels like a distant dream. Small beeps from Maura’s monitor fill the room. It’s a comforting reminder that she’s still here, still alive.

I take the small, padded seat next to her bed and gaze over at her. She looks thinner and paler than ever, her skin veined like delicate flower petals. She looks like I could bruise her with the lightest touch.

I’m furious with her, I realize. She kept a fundamental truth about herself from me. If I knew about her heart condition, I would have refused to take her on that hike. I would have made her take a specialist doctor with us. I would have fucking stopped this, if she’d given me a goddamn chance.

I would scream at her, if it would do any good. She just lies there, peacefully sleeping, unaware of the hell she put me through over the past few hours.

Even though the monitors are beeping, it's not enough. I have to hear it for myself. I bend over, lowering my ear against her chest until I can hear her heart beating. Every beat makes the anger ebb away, my fury going from a roaring bonfire to a small, flickering flame.

She’s still here. She’s safe. She’s just asleep, not gone.

My neck starts to ache, and I realized I’ve stayed listening to her heartbeat for far longer than I planned.
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MAURA


Beep.

Beep.

Beep.

The small electronic noises seep into my consciousness like the world's gentlest alarm clock. My eyelids feel impossibly heavy as I flit them open, taking in the room around me.

The real I'm lying is unfamiliar. The monitor beeps and the antiseptic hospital smell are not. My heart has put me back in the hospital, but not one I know. The staff and rooms are completely alien to me.

In my peripheral vision, something shifts. Someone’s sitting next to me, a black blur against the white walls. The same person is holding my hand. James. His grip tightens and he leans forward, his face close to mine.

“You’re awake.” His voice sounds hoarse and groggy. It matches the rest of him, still wearing the clothes from our hike, dirt still dusted across his face and nose. He looks like he spent the whole night awake. It's possible that he did.

“Hi,” I whisper. It's the loudest I'm capable of being at the moment.

James releases my hands and grabs the electronic pager attached to my bed. “I'm calling the doctor,” he explains. He doesn't have to; I spent enough time in hospitals to know what it is.

“What happened?” I ask, but he shakes his head.

“They'll explain when they get here. They said you could have ice chips, if you want.”

I nod eagerly. I'm suddenly aware of how parched my mouth feels.

James walks out of the room, returning quickly with a small plastic cup. He places a small piece in my mouth, accurately guessing that I don't have the strength to lift my arms yet. I close my lips around the ice and let it melt on my tongue.

A tall, dark-haired man in a white coat enters, closing the door behind him.

“It's good to see you awake,” he says in a deep voice. “I’m Dr. Dimakos. I’ve been treating you for the past thirty-six hours.”

I glance over at James. Has he really not left to change clothes for that long?

“How much do you remember from yesterday?” the doctor asks.

“I remember going to the quarry.” I bite my lip, trying to think back. “That's the last thing I remember, looking at stones.”

“You passed out on the walk back,” he explains. “You had a cardiac episode, similar to the ones you’ve had before.”

My eyes start back to James. There's no surprise in his expression.

He knows.

Shit.

“I assume you know the risk of taking that hike,” Dr. Dimakos says sternly. “With your underlying condition, you can't afford to be so careless. Especially not now. Your blood work told us that you’re pregnant.”

“I’m pregnant? Really?” I echo. “Are you sure?”

The sternness in his expression lightens. “Yes. The hormone levels in your test were confirmed to be elevated.”

It takes another minute to sink in. Then joy and hope ripple from my damaged heart through my chest, my limbs, then shining from my fingers and toes. We did it. After everything, my baby’s finally, miraculously here.

Of course, I knew this was a possibility. I'm at the right part of my cycle. I've just been so busy with the gallery show and travel, I wasn't thinking as much about trying to conceive. Plus, I think a part of me was afraid to hope again. It was better to distract myself than to dream about a baby that might never come.

But it has come. It’s here.

My hands move automatically to my stomach. Through the thin hospital gown, it feels the same as it always does. It's far too early for me to show, but part of me still expected for my body to be different somehow. Changed.

“I spoke with your doctor back in Toronto,” Dr. Dimakos continues. “I know you discussed a possible pregnancy with him in the past, so forgive me if I'm repeating him. Your condition makes this pregnancy high risk. Not only is there increased risk for your baby, there’s increased risk for you. That means any unnecessary stress and exertion could be dangerous, for both of you.”

Guilt swells through me. I might have been willing to risk my own health on that hike, but I never would have risked my baby’s. I didn't think, and it might've cost me everything.

“I know,” I murmur.

The doctor nods. “I don't think bedrest will be necessary, but you need to avoid any stressors. Even if everything goes perfectly, there's a high chance that this will be your first and only pregnancy.”

My teeth sink into my lower lip. I've heard this before, from Dr. Markovic, but it feels more real while I'm actually carrying a baby. If I can’t keep this one, I might not get another. My fingers tighten on my stomach instinctively, and I tear them away, like that small pressure might make the difference.

“Does Dr. Markovic wants to change my medication?” I ask dully.

“He doesn't think it's necessary. Some of the medicines carry a small risk, but it's low compared to the risk of stopping treatment.”

“How long do you want me to stay?” I ask. “James has a meeting in Athens in a few⁠—”

“It’s canceled.” His voice snaps through the air like a whip. “It doesn’t matter.”

My heart clenches. If it weren't for his tone, they would be the words of a thoughtful and caring husband. I know better. James is furious with me.

“We hope to release you in the next few days,” Dr. Dimakos says. “For now, we want to monitor you and make sure you're stable. If there are no incident in the next twenty-four hours, I'm comfortable letting you go back to your villa, with medical supervision.”

“No,” James says firmly. “She'll stay here. I don't want her away from the clinic, in case something happens.”

“I understand,” the doctor says.

The pit in my stomach only grows. James is looking for a way to put distance between us. He'll have to return to the villa eventually, which means he can leave me here, as far away from him as he can safely bear.

“Do you have any other questions?” the doctor asks.

I shake my head. “No. Thank you for all you've done.”

The door clicks shut behind as he exits, leaving me alone with James. For a long moment, my husband stares silently down at his folded hands. Then, after what feels like an eternity, he finally turns to me. Fatigue lines his face as he stares at me, his eyes the iciest blue.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” he croaks. “Why did I have to learn vital facts about my wife from complete strangers?”

Tears prick at my eyes. I never expected him to find out like this. He must have been terrified, seeing me collapse, then learning the truth while I was unconscious. “I’m sorry.”

“Then explain,” he snaps. “Tell me why, Maura. I deserve that much at least.”

My mind swirls with guilt and fear. He could end this marriage right now if he wanted to. He's well within the grace period granted by our contract. He deserves to know the truth. I just hope it's enough to make him stay with me and our baby.

I stare down at my hands, gathering myself.

“My entire life, I've been the sick girl. The one who never had time for anything fun because she always had to go to the doctor. Nobody ever saw my mind or my heart. I was just a body—a failing one.” My voice almost breaks, and I take a second to swallow. “I just wanted one relationship that wasn’t defined by pity or risk assessment.”

“Because you were afraid I’d decline.” His voice is icy cold.

“Yes. And if you did, I’d—I’d never get a chance to be a mother.”

My throat feels almost as raw as my heart.

James rolls his jaw in frustration. “It’s wrong, Maura. You shouldn’t have kept it from me. You shouldn’t have let me enter an agreement without disclosing the full risk profile.”

My jaw drops. “Excuse me?”

It feels like he’s slapped me. Our marriage might've started with a contract, but I always thought James saw me as more than just an asset. I thought we were partners in this strange, archaic alliance. Apparently not.

He sighs and runs a hand through his dusty hair. “I just mean I would have structured the whole thing differently. I could have made sure you were protected.”

Tears burn in my eyes. He’s trying to cover for himself, but I know his first reaction was the true one. That’s what he really thinks.

I was a bad investment.

When he married a woman with a heart defect, he tied himself to a faulty asset. Someone he could be forced to care for during her decline, or worse—someone who might die before he gets the son he needs. If that happens, there’s no Pages-Sequel merge. He entered into this whole marriage for nothing.

“Right,” I say dully. “You should have done your due diligence on me.”

A muscle jumps in his jaw. “That’s not what I meant.”

“You don’t have to be nice to me. I’m in the wrong here. I’m the one who kept the full risk profile secret,” I sneer. “I deserve this, don’t I?”

“Jesus, no.” He slumps in his chair. “Maura, I’m exhausted, and so are you. Now is not the time for this conversation.”

“No,” I mutter. “You wouldn’t want to accidentally say something you mean.”

His lips part, but he says nothing. I sigh.

“I’m tired, James. I should get some rest, and you should go back to the villa and get cleaned up. Have some dinner and take a break.”

“Is that what you want?” His eyes fix tight on mine.

I nod. “It is.”

He sucks in his lips. “Fine. I’ll come back later.”

He shoves out of his chair and strides over to the door. After he opens it, he hesitates inside the frame. I hear him mutter a curse before he walks out into the hallway, leaving me alone with my thoughts.
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MAURA


“Are you comfortable?” the flight attendant asks, flashing me a brilliant smile. “Can I get you a blanket or a snack?”

I sink back into my seat, annoyed. She knows I’m sick, I can tell. She's the same flight attendant we had on the trip here, and while she was polite the first time, now she's hovering. Coddling, like I'm a toddler afraid of flying.

I should've known this would happen. Once one person knows that you’re sick, word tends to spread. I’m sure James informed his entire staff of my condition. He’ll probably tell all his friends next, and then all my friends will know. Just like that, I’ll be the sick girl again.

Since our wedding, I've been living in a fantasy world, one where I exist as more than just a sick girl. I was a wife, a friend, a respected artist. Now, I'm just this fragile porcelain doll that everyone has to avoid upsetting.

“Anything?” the flight attendant says, worry creeping into her eyes.

“I’m fine, thanks.” I force a smile.

“If you need anything, anything at all, just press the call button,” she says. Then she points to it, like I’m too stupid to find it for myself.

I slump down in my chair when she finally disappears to the back of the plane. I know none of this is her fault. She's just treating me the way her boss—James—wants her to.

Thankfully, when I pull out my phone, it’s connecting perfectly to the plane’s WiFi. I should probably send the girls a text, letting them know I was in the hospital. At least this way, I can control the narrative.

Maura


Don’t freak out. I’m fine. I just wanted to let you know I had a minor medical incident in Greece and had a brief stay in a hospital. I’m on my way home now.




Brinley


WHAT DO YOU MEAN, DON’T FREAK OUT????




Brinley


YOU CAN’T SAY THE WORD HOSPITAL AND EXPECT ME TO NOT FREAK OUT.




Cat


What happened?? How are you feeling??




Maura


I collapsed on a hike. I pushed myself a little too hard, that’s all. I should have drunk more water.




Pippa


You ended up in the hospital for days for…dehydration?




I rub my forehead. I should have known her journalistic instincts would spot the poor cover-up.

Maura


Long story short: I have a preexisting condition. It was just a bad combo. Again, I’m fine.




Another text comes in. This time, it’s just from Brinley, outside the girls group chat.

Brinley


I’m glad you’re coming home, but are you really okay? I want all the details you’re comfortable giving me. If you want to keep things to yourself, that’s fair, too, I’m just being a worrywart.




My mouth softens. Brinley doesn’t give her affection easily. I don’t know what made her put her guard up so high, but I do know I was lucky to get to the other side of it. She really cares about me—sometimes to a fault.

She’s earned the truth, and I trust her with it.

Maura


I have a heart condition. It’s mostly under control now, but it’s serious. I’ve dealt with it a long time, and it’ll be something I’m always dealing with. I haven’t brought it up before because people treat me differently once they know, and I didn’t want that from you.




I take a deep breath and finally press send. I gaze out the window, waiting for her answer. After a few minutes, my phone vibrates.

Brinley


I get it, and thank you for telling me. I’ll do my best not to change anything, but if I ever make you uncomfortable, call me out. I love you <3




My heart fills with warmth. It’s such a Brinley answer—thoughtful, honest, and loving. Exactly what I could hope to hear. It makes me wonder why it took me so long to tell her.

It also gives me the courage I need to send the next text.

Maura


Can you do me a favor and spread the news to Cat and Pippa? I’m too tired to have a whole conversation about it.




Brinley


Will do, chief.




Sighing, I sit back against my chair. I still have the pregnancy news to share, but I’ll worry about that later, once I’m further along. For now, at least I have one big secret off my chest.

I glance over at my husband, sitting quietly across the aisle, working on his laptop. His jaw still clenched tightly, his shoulders almost hunched with fatigue. The last few days have obviously taken their toll on him.

I stayed in the clinic for almost a week, before Dr. Dimakos cleared me to fly. My days there were spent mostly alone, while James hopped a ferry to Athens to take his meetings. Occasionally, Kostos stopped by with his wife, always bringing me an interesting stone to examine. I’m guessing that the amount of money James dropped at the quarry endeared us to him.

James didn’t abandon me, though. I know he came back to the clinic at night and slept on the chair, because the nurses told me. He never showed up when I was awake. That may have been by design. I can’t imagine he wanted to talk to me after our argument.

To be fair, though, he might just have been busy with work and the commute, a small part of my brain reminds me.

There’s also the baby.

I’m more than ready to be a mother. Part of me wishes I could just skip ahead to my baby being here, while another part is excited to cherish the whole journey of pregnancy. I have no idea how James feels. He agreed to having a child, but he might not know how he feels yet about actually being a father. Maybe he wants to work out those feelings instead of tarnishing my full, unvarnished joy.

Across the aisle, James closes his laptop and massages his temple, like he has a headache coming on. I sigh. Maybe I've been too harsh on him. He might not have even told the flight attendant I’m sick. She could've figured it out when she met the flight nurse, who’s been quietly sitting in the back, just in case I need her. I don’t even want to know how much James had to pay for that.

I might be frustrated with James, but I'm more annoyed at myself. My body betrayed me, yet again. It couldn't handle a simple hike. And now, I'm not the only one it’s responsible for. My traitorous body has to keep a baby safe, and I don’t know if it can.

My hand goes instinctively to my stomach. I'm impatient to see an ultrasound or hear the baby’s heartbeat. I want to see every kind of proof I can that it's really here. That I'm really going to be a mother. I almost smile at the irony that for once, I’m excited about a doctor’s appointment.

James clears his throat and asks my least favorite question. “How are you feeling?”

“Fine.”

“I just remember you were anxious on the flight over here.”

“That was the turbulence. It's all smooth sailing now. So yeah, I’m fine.”

Silence. I glance back at the in-flight nurse. She's pointedly flipping through a magazine, pretending she can't hear us. I hope James paid her extra for her discretion.

“I believe I misspoke the other day,” James says finally.

I raise my brows. “You'll have to be more specific.”

His hand grips the armrest so tight, his knuckles turned white. “When I was talking about risk profiles.”

“And how I didn’t disclose mine,” I finish.

“Does any part of you think you should have?” His eyes bore into mine, demanding an answer. I cross my arms defensively.

“You’re not entitled to know everything about me, James. I read the marriage contract. No part of it required me to share information about my personal life with you. My health is my business, and I get to decide who knows about it.”

“But it is my business. You’re my wife! If I’d known, I could have⁠—”

“Refused to marry me.”

His mouth tightens, and his eyes flash with an emotion I can’t name. “No. I could have made different decisions. I would have guaranteed your safety in the contract and fulfilled that promise. I would make sure you and the baby weren’t put at risk. I failed to think about my family’s future.”

“Right. Because your ideal family wouldn’t have a sick woman in it.” Of course, that's what he imagined. A woman who could raise his child for longer than a few mere years. It's what anyone would hope for.

“Ideally, you wouldn't be sick at all,” he snaps.

An icy, corrosive anger seeps into my veins. There it is—the truth. He resents me for being sick. He wouldn't be the first man to feel that way. I remember Victor's face when Dr. Makovich told us I would need open heart surgery. I can still see the way his lip curled up at the edge into a sneer. I was nowhere near the heir he wanted. I was a girl, and a damaged one at that. No vessel to shoulder his enormous legacy.

Billionaires are supposed to be able to afford the best, and James was sold damaged goods. He might pretend to care for me to assuage his guilty conscience, but eventually, he'll start looking for a way out. I might as well beat him to the punch. At least that way, I can be the one to make the choice.

“If you want out of this marriage, don’t stay for my sake,” I mutter. “I’ll figure something else out. I’ll find a way to raise this baby that doesn’t leave you chained to a dying woman.”

James’s eyes widen, and he leans over toward me. “That’s not what I meant.”

“You don't have to pretend, James. We both came into this with open eyes. It's not like you're my real husband, anyway. That's just what it says on the marriage certificate.”

“We’re married, Maura. You’re my wife. I refuse to let that change.”

I’m not surprised. If we don't stay married, James won't get his deal with my father. Then all this effort would've been for nothing.

“Fine.” I tear my eyes from his and stare out the window. “It's your decision. If you want a broken wife, you have her.”

“That's not how I think of you,” he says insistently. “How can you even say that?”

He's not going to let this go. At his heart, James is a decent person. He doesn’t want his own resentment to hurt me, so he’s going to keep trying to convince me it doesn’t exist. He could spend the whole rest of the flight home arguing that he doesn’t care. Frankly, I don’t want to deal with that. So I pull out my trump card—the sick girl card.

“Please, I'm exhausted,” I whisper. “Let me rest. Don't make me have this conversation any longer.”

I hear James moving, shifting his weight. “I am sorry, Maura. I wish I’d reacted differently, but more than that I just…I just wish I knew.”

I whisper my answer, not really sure if I want him to hear it.

“I know.”
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JAMES


Ilie back in my bed, reviewing tomorrow's schedule on my tablet. There's a new color on my calendar. Mustard yellow, for doctor’s appointments. Maura and I have another follow-up appointment tomorrow.

The day we arrived back from Greece, Dr. Markovic came to the penthouse to check up on Maura personally. He came with a whole host of recommendations for her diet, exercise, and schedule during her pregnancy. With his help, we arranged for a private chef to deliver meals tailored to Maura's needs. She's now under strict instructions to walk no more than an hour a day, accompanied by someone who can call him if her heartbeat elevates.

It's obvious that Dr. Markovic and Maura have known each other for years. Sometimes, he talks more like she's still a child. Part of me wants to snap at him that she's a grown adult, capable of making her own decisions. Another part of me is glad. She acted like a child, keeping her condition a secret and naïvely thinking it would never come out. Putting herself at risk because of her stubbornness.

My own schedule for tomorrow shows the gym in the morning, then straight meetings for six hours. At least Taylor was able to schedule them over Zoom, so I can stay in my home office in case Maura needs me.

Sighing, I rub my temples. She won’t need me—and even if she does, she won’t ask. There’s been a definite distance between us since we got home. We’re polite when our paths cross, but Maura never invites conversation. She disappears to her studio whenever she can, though she’s not strong enough to stand for long.

Meanwhile, I come up with every excuse to barge in on her and make sure she’s alright. I’ve offered her water so many times, Dasani will probably try to hire me as a spokesman. I’m constantly, painfully aware of where she is.

Two days ago, she snapped at me to stop hovering.

“You're doing it again,” she'd said, not even looking up from her book.

“Doing what?”

“Hovering. You've followed me from the bedroom to the kitchen to the bathroom and back. That's the textbook definition of hovering.”

“I'm not hovering. I'm just…standing nearby. In case you need something.”

“I went to pee, James. It's not exactly a high-risk activity.”

“You could slip.”

“On what? The bathroom floor is dry.”

“Hypothetically.”

She'd rubbed her temples. “If I promise to text you every time I successfully use the toilet, will you stop?”

I considered that. “That seems excessive.”

“More excessive than following me to the bathroom?”

Her point was taken.

“I'll give you more space.”

“Thank you.”

“Starting tomorrow.”

She'd thrown a pillow at my head.

I've tried to follow her orders since then, but it's hard.

I set down the tablet and lie back on the pillows. I’ve got a long day tomorrow, and I need all the rest I can get. But sleep feels nowhere near. The house feels too quiet somehow, the heavy silence pressing around me. I wonder if Maura’s asleep in her room. She should be, according to her doctor-approved schedule. Maybe she's tossing and turning, too.

I stare at the ceiling. Normally, I sleep like the dead. Once I give myself permission to rest, my body falls in line. For the past week, though, I've been too restless. I can't stop thinking about silence. About the absence of breath, the absence of a heartbeat. Sometimes I think that if I listen hard enough, I could hear those small noises that prove that Maura is still here. Still alive.

Pulling the sheets up to my chin, I turned to the side, trying to find a comfortable position. Nothing feels right. My body buzzes with energy, ready to run on the treadmill for hours or punch the speedbag downstairs until I wear through my boxing gloves.

Neither task seems harder than walking the dozen steps over to my wife’s room.

Time seems to drag on as I shift in bed, chasing sleep. My dark curtains hide the city lights, so I have to squint at my watch to see the minutes tick by. One, two, three.

Reduced life expectancy.

Not enough time.

I drag my hands over my face. The whole thing feels so unfair. It shouldn’t be possible that this gentle woman, who’s never hurt anyone, who has this artistic fire burning inside her, should have to face death far before her time. She’s known about this since she was a child. I can’t imagine how terrifying it must have been, being forced to confront your mortality before you even know how to read. No wonder Maura’s so eager to seize life, when she’s always known how little of it she’ll get to enjoy.

I drum my fingers on my sheets, frustrated. I hate that there’s nothing I can do to help her. I can bring her water and vitamins and make sure she remembers to eat breakfast, but those aren’t things that will really move the needle. Her heart will keep going, or it won’t. All I can do is wait and hope that she’ll be alright.

What if something’s wrong now? The doctor said a cardiac event could come on without warning. Could I even hear her cry for help, all the way in here?

What if she needs me?

Fuck it. If she wants to accuse me of hovering, let her. I can't stand lying here any longer wondering if she's okay.

I throw off the covers and walk into the hallway. As quietly as I can, I ease open her door.

Maura left her curtains open, and moonlight streams into her bedroom. She’s asleep on her side, one hand curled near her chest. The moonlight softens her features, casting a gentle glow over the slope of her nose and her curving lips.

I settle on the edge of her bed, careful to shift my weight slowly enough that it doesn’t move the mattress and wake her. I gaze down at her, watching the slow rise and fall of her chest. Her hair circles on her pillow like a halo. I dare to reach out and run my fingers over a loose strand. Maura doesn’t shift.

Just looking at her makes my anxiety ebb the smallest bit. She’s here, still breathing.

Slowly, I lean down so my head hovers just above her chest. When she still doesn’t wake, I lower myself a final inch until my ear presses above her heart.

Thump.

Thump.

Th-thump.

I try not to panic at the uneven beat. Dr. Markovic warned us that irregular heartbeats were typical, and that we only needed to contact him if Maura’s heartbeat raised over 100 beats per minute.

Thump.

Thump.

Thump.

I listen, counting the beats as I watch the second hand tick by on my watch. We pass a minute, reassuring me that her heartbeat is at a healthy 75 beats per minute. I don’t lift my head just yet, though. I keep my ear against her chest, listening. The beats are uneven but determined. Her heart won’t give up on her—it’ll carry her through this, and as far as it can go.

My sanity anchors itself to each gentle thump. Each beat reminds me that she’s here, she’s fine, she’s safe. My eyelids grow heavy, sleep lingering at the edge of consciousness. I still can’t bring myself to move. I don’t know how to keep panic at bay without that steady reminder.

She’s okay.

She’s okay.

She’s okay.

Then I’m blinking awake, my neck muscles stiff and aching. I sit up slowly, careful not to jostle Maura. Shit, I didn’t mean to fall asleep listening to her heartbeat. Thank god I woke up while it was still dark. I wouldn’t want to face her wrath if she found me here in the morning, doing quite a bit more than just hovering.

My footsteps are as quiet as I can make them as I walk away. I let myself pause in the doorway, drinking in the sight of her moonlit face. It’s a balm to my ravaged mind.

In the dark, there’s no denying the truth. I’m in this marriage far deeper than I ever intended. As angry as I might have been at her for hiding her condition, it’s nothing compared to the relief I feel that she’s still here. That I haven’t lost her.

Because now, when I think about the future, I’m not just thinking about my company. In fact, Sequel tends to drift further to the back of my mind. I know now that there’s no version of his life now that doesn’t include Maura and our baby.
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JAMES


The text comes in just as I’m about to get on the elevator and go to the poker room on the third floor.

Beau


Change of plans: no poker night. Nate and Ryan got dragged into a double date.




Meet the single losers at Terrace, we’ll have some steak instead.




I rub my temples, frustrated. I've been a mess ever since we got back from Greece, and poker night would've been the perfect distraction. Going into a smaller group is dangerous. It'll make it easier for the guys to spot what a mess I am, and the last thing I want to deal with now is being grilled about it.

Because I haven't processed the news about Maura’s illness at all. In fact, I've hardly slept for the past week. As soon as I drift into slumber, I jerk awake in a panic, convinced I just heard Maura scream for help. She never does. Every time I sneak into my wife's bedroom to check on her, she's sleeping peacefully. At least that makes one of us.

Oh, well. It's too late for me to back out of boy’s night now. I just have to go to dinner and hope nobody picks up on how broken I feel.

As I walk into the steakhouse, I send my silent thanks to Beau’s lighting designer. It's dim and atmospheric enough in Terrace that the guys might miss the bags under my eyes.

The hostess directs me to a table in the back. Beau and Luke are already sipping beers and snacking on a basket of fries. When Beau sees me, he frowns.

“Dude, you look like shit,” Beau says.

Luke elbows him. “Don't be an asshole.”

“What? I'm not being an asshole, I'm being observant. He looks like he hasn't slept since…when did you land?”

“Five days ago,” I manage.

“Five days. James, that's not healthy.”

“Thank you for that medical assessment.”

“See? He's still sarcastic. That's a good sign.”

Luke shakes his head. “That's his baseline. If he stopped being sarcastic, that's when we'd worry.”

“I'm right here,” I point out.

“We know,” they say in unison.

“What is it, man? Something with Sequel? Is Maura okay?”

I should answer him. Words form in my mind, but my tongue goes dry and I can’t say them. For a moment, I just open and close my mouth like a fish. Then I just…shut down. I can't bring myself to speak. The edges of my vision blur, and I feel like I'm at the end of a very dark cave. Luke and Beau’s voices sound distant and hollow.

“Shit,” Luke says. “It's happening again. I haven't seen him like this since⁠—”

“His parents. Fuck,” Beau mutters.

“How do we snap him out of it?”

“I don’t know. That was always Nate’s department, not mine.”

It’s cold in the back of the cave. My muscles convulse in some imitation of a shiver.

“Well, we’ve got to do something.” Luke’s voice sounds frantic. “Should I slap him?”

“That’s not how you get someone out of a panic attack. What do you think this is, a movie from the 30s? What’s next, should I get the smelling salts?”

“You’ve got a better idea?”

“Let’s get him into the kitchen,” Beau says firmly. “I have an idea.”

Somehow, the two of them maneuver my body into standing. Some deep, distant part of me knows we must look insane, Beau and Luke bodily shoving me through the restaurant like we’re in Weekend at Bernie’s. Fortunately, I don’t have the capacity to feel embarrassed right now. I feel…nothing. Nothing except cold and hollow and complete apathy to this moment.

The lights in the kitchen are white fluorescents, and my eyes narrow at the sudden brightness. The restaurant’s atmospheric music disappears, replaced by clattering pans, chopping knives, and the occasional shouted instruction from a chef.

Beau stops me in front of a counter in the back and shoves something into my hand. “Now, peel,” he says firmly.

I glance up at a large pile of brown potatoes, then down at what apparently is a peeler. Luke groans.

“This is your big idea? Peeling potatoes? James grew up with an army of private chefs. He hasn’t peeled a vegetable in his life.”

“It’s fine. He can’t mess it up. We can always buy more potatoes. Here.” Beau’s cool hands maneuver mine until I’m grasping a potato in one hand and putting the peeler against it with the other. “Light pressure, break through the skin. Then push away from your hand, like this. That’s it. You got it.”

To my surprise, I do. The motions are slow and awkward at first, but after a few tries, I get the hang of it. I'm peeling potatoes. This is new. It takes several minutes for me to fully remove the skin. Beau hands me another potato, and I peel that one, too. My hands figure out what to do, and they take over. The blur at the edge of my vision vanishes. The fluorescent lights feel less bright, and my body feels like it belongs to me again.

Beau doesn’t have to hand me the next potato. I reach for it myself.

“You snapped him out of it,” Luke says in wonder. “How did you do that?”

“It's called a flow state,” Beau explains. “You do a repetitive task, and you slip into a different state of mind. I like to come in and do restaurant prep myself when I'm having a bad day. Keep going, James. You don't have to tell us what happened if you don't want to.”

But I do want to. I have to, really. I don't know if I can survive not telling anyone.

“Maura’s sick.” As miserable as I am, my chest still feels the tiniest bit lighter the second the words are out, even though they swell in my chest and burn on their way out of my throat.

“Oh, shit,” Beau blurts. He quickly follows it with, “God, I’m sorry, not the right thing to say.”

Luke, with his perfect manners, smoothly says, “I’m so sorry. That must be hard, for both of you. Can you tell us what it is?”

“It's her heart,” I mutter. “She’s had all kinds of treatments, and she had a cardiac episode when we were in Greece. She—she has a shortened life expectancy.”

“Fuck,” Beau says, then slaps himself in the face. “Sorry, I keep saying the wrong fucking thing.”

“It’s okay,” I tell him, reaching for another potato. “‘Fuck’ is about the only thing you can say to that.”

“How long has she been sick?” Luke asks.

“She had her first surgery when she was a kid.”

“And she's just now telling you?” Beau says with something like horror. I nod.

“Motherfucker,” Luke and Beau say together.

For a moment, there’s silence except with for the quiet click of my potato peeler.

“How do you feel about it?” Luke asks.

“At first, I felt betrayed. Then angry at myself, for not knowing somehow. None of that feels important now, though.” I think about my parents. When they died, my life shattered into two different halves. Before and after. Childhood and adulthood. Happiness and survival.

I remember that night at the charity gala when I was eleven. I'd wandered off, bored, and found a girl hiding in a storage room. She was drawing horses. She had the saddest eyes I'd ever seen, but when she showed me her drawings, they lit up like she'd found something worth living for.

The memory has become clearer since I realized on the plane to Greece that that girl is now my wife.

I remember I brought her cake. I sat with her while she drew. I didn't want to leave.

I never saw her again. I never even learned her name. But on several occasions in my life, when I’ve thought about people who understand what it's like to be lonely in a crowd, I pictured her.

She’s still the same as she was then. That same fire behind the sadness. That same determination to create something beautiful despite everything.

“It’s crazy, but I used to think sometimes that maybe life could've been better if I never had parents. If I never knew what there was to miss.”

Luke puts a supportive hand on one of my shoulders, and Beau clasps the other.

“I was wrong, of course,” I continue. “I wouldn't trade my memories of them for anything in the world. That's how I feel about Maura, now, too. However little time I get with her, I want every second. It’s crazy because of how this all started, but I think…I think knowing her will be worth any future pain.”

Beau blows out a breath. “Damn, man. That’s…that’s beautiful.”

“We’re with you, man,” Luke says, squeezing my shoulder. “Whatever you need. Just say the word.”

I nod toward the table. “I could use some help with the potatoes.”

“Nah, those are going straight to the compost,” Beau says with a laugh. “Total health code violation. I didn’t even make you wash your hands.”

“So I just peeled all those for nothing?”

“If it makes you feel better, you could give them to Ryan. I’m sure he’d cook them up into something horrifying.”

I shudder. “Never mind. Compost it is.”

After we’ve disposed of the potatoes, the guys drag me back into the restaurant for dinner. I feel—not better, exactly, but decided. My panic has dissolved in favor of certainty. I might not know what the next few years will bring, but I know how I want to spend them.
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JAMES


“Not a very comfortable chair,” Victor grunts, pulling out one of the Herman Miller chairs around the table. “And isn't anyone going to offer us coffee?”

I point to a side table, where carafes of coffee and water have been set next to clean glasses. Nate’s assistant even set out a plate of pastries. Frowning, Victor walks over and pours himself a mug of coffee.

“Too strong,” he grumbles after he sips it.

I resist rolling my eyes. Victor wasn't happy when I moved our meeting from the Pages building to a closed boardroom in the Universal Protection Services office. I know because he sent me almost a dozen disgruntled complaining texts. I ignored them all. Making Victor happy isn't high on my priority list.

Frankly, I didn't want to leave the House of Cards to go all the way across town to Pages. Ever since I learned about Maura's diagnosis, it's like there's an elastic string between us. The further I move away from her, the more uncomfortably stretched I feel. The part of my mind that churns with worry and unfinished tasks goes into overdrive. Contracts, acquisitions, and subscriber numbers fade underneath the throbbing question that seems to constantly occupy my mind.

Is she safe?

At least in Nate's conference room, I'm only a few floors below my wife. I don't expect her to call me if something goes wrong, but I did instruct the doorman to text me if she left the building. A violation of her privacy, maybe, but when it comes to Maura, I've moved past polite or rational behavior.

I try to shove my thoughts of her aside and focus on the meeting. Once Victor’s seated, Jack Archer pours some milk in his own mug of coffee and drinks. “Tastes fine to me,” he says, and Victor’s scowl grows deeper.

“Well, let’s get on with it,” Victor drawls. “You said you had an update for me.”

“Have you spoken with Maura in the past few weeks?” I ask.

Victor shakes his head. “I’ve been occupied.”

“Then you might not realize that we traveled to Greece. While we were there, there was an incident while we were on a hike. Maura experienced a cardiac event and passed out. Fortunately, they were able to stabilize her at a local clinic. She's fine.”

If I expected Victor to look worried for his daughter, I’d be disappointed. His scowl only intensifies so much, he resembles a furious turtle. “Maura’s always been fragile,” he says, sounding annoyed. “She knows she shouldn't be hiking. I swear, sometimes I think she just likes the attention.”

Jack's hand lands on my arm, and I know he anticipated exactly what I want to do right now. Punch Victor Matthews in his goddamn face. How can he be so callous? There's not even a hint of sympathy for Maura.

“The important thing is that she's alright,” Jack says, reminding me as much as Victor.

He might be right—Maura’s health matters more than anything. That doesn’t mean I’m going to let Victor talk about my fucking wife like that. I have deep files on Pages, and while it has valuable assets, it’s also vulnerable to predators who know where to strike. Predators like me. I know exactly how to dismantle Victor Matthews’s fucking empire, and I plan on putting the pieces in place the second he walks out of the building.

“Tell him the rest,” I mutter to Jack, who nods.

“While Maura was at the clinic, they ran some blood tests. James and Maura learned that she's pregnant.”

Victor's eyes light up. “Finally. I was starting to think we'd have to scrap the contract.”

“The pregnancy is high risk,” I snap, wanting to burst his bubble. “The doctor said this could be Maura’s first and only pregnancy. The odds are high that something could go wrong.”

“Was the baby damaged?” Victor asks, alarmed. “When she collapsed, did something happen to it?”

My lip curls into a sneer. What a pathetic, shortsighted little pig. Maura is just an object to him, and he's not even smart enough to see her true value. I was foolish to ever imagine I could go into business with a visionless pig like him.

“Can this pregnancy be salvaged?” Victor’s eyes are wide and desperate. “Tell me, Keller! Is there any chance that she can still produce a viable heir?”

“If you ever talk about Maura like that again, you’ll be out of this building and out of this deal,” I snap, my voice ice-cold. “That’s my wife you’re talking about like a womb for hire.”

Victor's face turns cherry red. “How dare you talk to me like that!”

“I'll speak to you however I wish, after you spoke about my wife like some malfunctioning piece of equipment.”

He stands, shoving his chair back so forcefully that it falls to the ground. “If you don't watch your mouth, I'll end the deal right now!” he roars. “Pages doesn't need you.”

“Fine. I'm prepared to end our deal now,” I say coolly, calling his bluff.

Victor inhales sharply. “You—you can’t do that.”

“Actually, he can,” Jack says. “There's a three-month grace period built into the contract. On page twenty-five, here.”

“That was just for if she couldn't get pregnant. She is! You just said so!”

“The grace period had no stipulations. Perhaps that's what you intended, but that's not on the contract you signed.”

Victor sputters, starting sentences he has no idea how to finish. “I—you—she—you can’t just end this!”

“I hope I don't have to.” I lean back in my chair. “If you can agree to speak about my wife with respect, the deal can go ahead as planned. Say one wrong word, and I'm out.”

He shakes his head. “I thought you were supposed to be the Villain of Sequel. This ruthless CEO who does what it takes to make a profit. But you're going soft. You're letting yourself be ruled by a woman!”

My flat expression doesn't waiver. “Say whatever you want about me, but watch your tongue. Maura and the baby come first now. Any leverage you thought you had just became negotiable.”




CHAPTER 39

MAURA

I tap my foot as the elevator moves downward. I hadn't planned on leaving the apartment today. I woke up feeling stronger than I’ve been and I hoped to spend the day painting.

That is, until I checked my husband's shared calendar and saw my father's name.

I'm not looking forward to seeing Victor, but there’s no way I’d let him and James have a meeting discussing my future without me. I might be sick, but I deserve a place in that conversation, goddamn it.

The elevator door is open, and there's no one behind the reception desk. It's no surprise that James would clear out the staff to protect his privacy. I'll have to find the boardroom on my own.

I stride down the hallway. Each office I pass is dark and empty. When I reach the end of the hallway, I hear snippets of raised voices, and I follow them. As they get closer, I can recognize my father’s tone, then my husband’s. The door is cracked open, and before I can step through it, a voice thunders through the walls.

“That’s my wife!” James roars, with so much force that it steals my breath. I stumble back a step, shocked.

I have no idea why he's saying it. All I know is that I've never heard anyone talk about me in such a territorial way before.

“How dare you talk to me like that!” my father sputters from inside.

“I'll speak to you however I wish, after you spoke about my wife like some malfunctioning piece of equipment.” My hand flies to my chest and the raucous beating there.

I've always wished someone would say these things to my father. I never imagined it would be James.

Of course, my father immediately throws a temper tantrum. “If you don't watch your mouth, I'll end the deal right now. Pages doesn't need you.”

“Fine. I'm prepared to end our deal now,” James says.

I listen, shocked, as James and the other man outline their plans to get out of the deal with Pages. It's the whole reason James married me in the first place, and now, he's willing to just throw it away. I don't know what to think. Apparently, neither does Victor.

“I thought you were supposed to be the Villain of Sequel,” he yells. “This ruthless CEO who does what it takes to make a profit. But you're going soft. You're letting yourself be ruled by a woman!”

James’s voice is low and cool. “Say whatever you want about me, but watch your tongue. Maura and the baby come first now. Any leverage you thought you had just became negotiable.”

Then the door slams open and my father storms out, his face a deep burgundy. I recognize the specific scowl on his face. This is how he looks when he's so furious, he’s got tunnel vision. I'm not surprised when he stalks down the hallway without turning his head to see me.

A moment after, another older man emerges. He wears a tailored suit and a calm expression. He sees me, and nods politely. “Your husband is inside.”

“Thank you,” I murmur and walk through the door.

James stands with his back toward me, his hands clenched tightly to the back of a chair. His gaze is fixed on the wraparound windows, showing the view of the city. I walk toward him slowly. Right before I reach out to tap his shoulder, he spins around, his eyes widening as he sees me.

“Maura,” he breathes. “What are you doing here?”

“Eavesdropping. I heard you fighting with my father.”

His expression darkens. “He’s a pathetic waste of carbon and luxury watches.”

“I’m inclined to agree with you. So, what was your argument about?”

His throat bobs as he swallows. “Our deal fell apart. It happens sometimes in business.”

Already, he's trying to downplay it. I’m starting to understand that James shies away from showing affection whenever he can, but that doesn't mean he doesn't feel it.

I reach out, running my thumb over his lapel. “Because you chose me instead. Thank you.”

He shrugs. “There was no choice. I could never do business with anyone who disrespects my wife.”

“Because you care,” I whisper.

“Yes.” His cool blue eyes flit between mine. “Because I care about you more than I’ve ever cared about another person. Because I can’t imagine my life without the color you brought into it. Because the most worthwhile thing I’ll ever do is make a family with you.”

Tears prick at my eyes. I might have had a father, but I never had a family. Not like the one I always dreamed about.

“You know,” I whisper, “I used to think I knew what love looked like. Real love. I only saw that one time when I was a kid. That family I told you about on the way to Greece. They were a real family. And I think I’ve lived my whole life telling myself I could never have it even though it’s what I wanted most.”

James's hand comes up to cup my face, his thumb brushing away a tear I didn't realize had fallen. “Tell me again—about the boy.”

Her brow furrows, but she continues.

“Well, I was all alone in that storage room.” I lose myself in the memory. “And then this boy came in. He brought me cake from the kitchen, and cookies, and this mountain of food the staff had given him. He sat with me while I drew. He was the first person who ever looked at my art like it mattered.”

“Horses,” James says quietly. “You were drawing horses.”

My heart stops.

“How did you—” I pull back to look at him, really look at him. The dark hair. The serious mouth that still looks thoughtful when it smiles. The blue eyes that used to be lighter, before life made them harder.

“The lock on that door never worked,” James says, his voice rough. “I knew because my parents took me to events there all the time. I explored every room in that hall when I got bored.”

My hand flies to my mouth.

“You had a purple beaded bag,” he continues. “You kept your markers in it. You showed me every drawing in your notebook, and I sat there looking at them because I couldn't believe someone my age could create something so beautiful.”

“James—”

I can’t breathe. It’s not possible, is it?

“My mother came to get me. You looked so disappointed when I had to leave. I ran back to say goodbye, and we made a pinky promise.”

His eyes are bright now, almost glassy. “I spent years going to every gala I could, hoping I'd find you again. I never did. I never even knew your name.”

The room spins.

All this time. All this time, and the boy who brought me cake, who made me feel seen for the first time in my life, who showed me what a real family looked like⁠—

“It was you,” I breathe. “You were the boy.”

“And you were the girl with the horses.”

He cups my face in both hands now, his forehead pressing against mine. “Maura, I think I’ve been looking for you for sixteen years.”

A sob breaks free from my chest—half laugh, half cry. “Oh my god.”

He chuckles, curious. “What?”

“I drew us getting married that night. After you left. I put a veil on my dress and a ring on my finger. I was ten.”

James laughs, the sound echoing in my own chest. “If you'd shown me, I would have run screaming in the other direction.”

I sniff and wipe my nose, trying to get control of this swelling feeling in my chest that makes me want to cry and laugh at the same time.

“Afraid of cooties?” I challenge.

“Definitely. Who wouldn’t be terrified of unresearched diseases with no known cure?”

I laugh through my tears, and then I'm kissing him, kissing the boy who brought me cake when I was lonely, who looked at my art like it mattered, who has somehow become the man holding me like I'm the most precious thing in the world.

“Your mother,” I whisper against his lips. “She was so beautiful. And your father—the way he looked at her⁠—”

“Like she was his whole world,” James finishes.

“I’m so sorry for what happened to them.”

I wrap my arms around his waist, burying my head in his chest and inhaling his familiar scent.

“I never thought I would find someone to love how they loved each other. I think they’d be proud…and I think—I think they would have loved you.”

My eyes burn and I wish so badly that I could’ve met them properly, but I’ll always have that small memory of his mother and her warmth. It’s a huge part of what always compelled me to want to become a mother myself.

“You have no idea how much it meant to me to hear you say ‘my wife’ like that. Like I’m something precious and important.”

“Someone,” he corrects, and I smile.

“Someone,” I agree.

“My schedule for tomorrow will change,” he says absently, his thumb tracing the back of my neck. “I’ve got meetings with my lawyer to rewrite the contract. It might take some time to divulge Sequel’s interests from Pages. There might be some late nights.”

“How much will it cost you to get out of it?” My father might not have mentored me in business, but I’ve spent enough time listening to him rant on the phone to know that getting out of big deals like this is expensive for both parties.

“It doesn't matter,” James says. “I'm prepared to take a financial hit if it means keeping Victor away from us and our baby.”

I blink up at him. “I missed you,” I murmur. “Not just your protections or your plans, but you.”

A smile breaks across his face, wider than I've ever seen on him, and I can't help myself. I push up on my toes and kiss him. His lips press softly and reverently back against mine in a gentle caress. My chest blooms with joy and wonder and, most of all, hope—hope for a future full of warmth and love.

James’s lips part, and I can’t resist sweeping my tongue into his mouth, deepening the kiss. His hard body presses flush to mine as his broad hands cradle my face like he’s protecting it. My back arches, pressing my breasts harder against him and he breaks away.

“Wait, Maura.” His voice sounds rough. “Are you ready for this? I don’t want to hurt you, after⁠—”

“James.” I press my hand to his heart. “I don’t want to feel breakable with you. It makes me feel like you’re holding back.”

He ducks his head, a dark furrow between his brows. “I know. It’s just, I remember the way you looked on that hike, before you collapsed. I know with your condition, things might happen. I just—I never want to be the cause of it.”

“I know. But I promise to tell you if you ever do anything that’s too much—now, or any time in the future. I’ll be honest. I swear.”

“I believe you.” His lips raise into almost a smile as his eyes flit over my eyes, my nose, my mouth, like he’s trying to memorize my face. “I don’t want to hold back with you, ever. Sometimes, I’m just afraid that I want you too much.”

He trails the backs of his fingers up my neck, making me sigh.

“It’s not too much, James,” I murmur, wrapping my arms around his neck. “It’s everything I want.”

His hand weaves into my loose hair and he pulls my mouth slowly to his. The kiss is soft and open, and I can feel the tender care in it. We’ve never kissed like this before—or maybe we have, but I was too afraid to acknowledge how it felt.

It feels like home, like safety, like promises made and kept.

James carefully walks me back to the conference table, not lifting his lips from mine. He lifts my hips so I’m seated on the edge of it. “Good?” he asks between kisses.

I answer by kissing him back and tugging at his jacket, urging him to pull it off. I don’t want anything between us now, not even clothes. He shrugs off his jacket, then unbuttons my blouse.

He pulls back for a moment and bites his lower lip as he takes in the sight of my torso, only covered by my white bralette. His eyes skim over my scar, dropping to my breasts and stomach.

“You’re so gorgeous,” he groans. One hand reaches for my breast. “Can I?”

“Please.” My nipples tighten through the thin fabric as he palms my breasts. The warmth of his hands feels heavenly. He slides the bralette cups aside, baring me, and ducks his head to suck on my nipple. He worships my breasts with little sucks and nibbles. I thread my fingers into his hair, tugging slightly when it feels mind-numbingly good.

“I’m going to be spending a lot of time with these,” he promises. Then his lips capture mine, gently coaxing them apart and sweeping his tongue in proprietarily. He cradles the back of my head in one hand, slowly lowering me back against the table. He bends over me, the fine fabric of his dress shirt brushing against my bare torso.

He pulls my silk skirt so it bunches up around my waist. “I missed this,” he mutters. “I missed touching you. I don’t want to go that long without doing this ever again.”

“Me neither,” I agree breathlessly.

His fingers cup me through my panties, one long fingertip sliding along my seam. I whimper as a pool of heat rushes between my legs.

He slips my panties down to my knees and touches me again. My body sings at his touch, craving him, craving more. He slips one finger inside me, then two.

“Is that okay?” he asks, his eyes scanning mine.

I nod. “Better than okay.”

His thumb circles my clit. His cool blue eyes drink in my expression as he slowly presses harder. When he pumps his fingers slowly inside me again, my pussy throbs at the sensation. Liquid heat swirls downward as I rock my hips into his touch. He leans down, setting the weight of his chest over mine and dragging his teeth over the shell of my ear.

“Look at you,” he groans. “Dripping so prettily on my hand. What a good little wife you are.”

“Yes,” I cry. “Yes.” I can't bring myself to say much more. Already, my ability to form words is getting hazy.

The thrust of his fingers doesn't waiver. Now that he's found the pressure and the rhythm I want, James moves at an exacting pace. Still in control, even though I can tell from his rough breaths and the feeling of his hard cock against my leg that he’s just as ready for this as I am.

My clit throbs, and I grasp at his arms. His lips graze my ear, making me shiver.

“Are you going to come for me, wife?”

I don't have time to answer before pleasure rockets through me. My vision goes white as my entire body seizes. I feel like I could float away if it weren’t for James’s strong fingers, anchoring me down to earth.

“Good girl,” he murmurs, pressing his lips against my neck.

He withdraws his fingers and I moan desperately. Already, I miss him inside me. Then he sinks down to his knees, his face level with my pussy.

“Wait,” I whimper. “I should touch you, too. You’re giving me too much.”

“I’m exactly where I want to be, Maura,” he says, kissing my thigh for emphasis. “Let me take care of everything.”

It’s hard to argue when his wet, open-mouthed kisses trail up my thigh, but guilt still prickles at me. “It just makes me feel like such a pillow princess.”

“Good.” He smiles up at me. “You better get used to it, because I love treating you like one.”

He drags his tongue over my dripping pussy, and I whimper. It’s unfair how good he is at this, how easily he can melt my entire body into mush. He alternates between long, lingering licks and short sharp ones, making me squirm and driving me completely insane.

I sink back against the table. My fingers gripping his hair to anchor me to reality, but only barely. He sinks his fingers back inside me and I whimper his name pathetically.

“Yes, James, more.”

He hums, pressing a third finger inside me, stretching me deliciously while his tongue laps at my clit. After so long without his touch, it’s a tight fit, but my body welcomes the intrusion. I missed this—missed him.

My climax sneaks up on me, a warm vibration starting in my chest, then reverberating through me like an earthquake. Beautiful, deep, seismic. My legs tremble on James’s broad shoulders, stars blinking in and out of my vision.

Once I’ve stopped shaking, James pushes to his feet and tears off his clothes. There’s no neatly setting them over chairs this time. He tosses each expensive item of clothing on the floor, eager to get to me. My mouth waters at the sight of his cock, standing hard and proud against his belly. He carefully positions his cock at my entrance, one hand holding my hip in place.

“I’ve got you,” he says, just before he thrusts halfway inside me.

I groan with satisfaction. Thank god he didn’t ease himself in, centimeter by centimeter. He gave me just about as much as I could handle. He lowers down over me, letting me feel the weight of his chest on mine. I wrap my legs around his waist, savoring the feeling of every place where we connect.

His strokes are long and slow, but he bottoms out roughly, hitting a spot inside me that makes me moan. It's the perfect combination of gentle and intense. One hand fondles my breasts. He pinches one nipple and when my back arches up, a wicked smile spreads across my face.

“Fucking gorgeous,” he says. “Fucking mine.”

“Feels so good,” I whisper. “Just like that, James.”

He growls. “Did I ever tell you how much I love hearing you say my name?”

“Then I’ll say it more, James.” I smile, and he lowers down to capture my mouth with his. His tongue tangles hungrily with mine while his hand gently cups my face. He pulls away just for a breath.

“Never stop saying it,” he groans.

And I do say it, over and over as he sinks deep inside me. His hips keep rocking, hitting that spot deep inside me that makes my pussy clench. He works his hand between our bodies, strumming my clit and ratcheting up the pleasure. He holds me like I’m precious but fucks me like I’m powerful enough to take it.

It’s everything I ever wanted.

“I’m close, James,” I whisper, and his exacting pace falters for just a moment.

“Then come for me, wife,” he growls. “Let me feel you come.”

My body follows his orders, as if it would be impossible to do otherwise. My climax thunders through me like a rolling storm, dark and all-consuming. James thrusts through it, roaring out my name as he follows me over the edge.

His forehead falls against mine, and I giggle.

“What’s so funny?” he asks groggily.

“Nate is never going to let you borrow his conference room again.”

James laughs louder than I’ve ever heard him, and the warm sound of it buries deep into my heart.
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The delicious scent of warm coffee tugs me out of my nap. My mouth waters, and I force my heavy eyelids open.

I'm always slightly disoriented when I wake up on the couch James moved into my studio. It takes me a few moments to remember how I got here. A plastic sheet on the floor is covered with smashed pieces of quartz. Brinley was crushing them for me, I remember. At some point I got tired and laid down. Through the windows, the sky has grown dark. It's late afternoon. Brinley must have snuck out while I was sleeping

I rub my eyes and sit up. I must have been asleep for a few hours. I get tired more often now, thanks to the pregnancy hormones. My OB/GYN says that might improve in the second trimester, but for now, I live from nap to nap. The morning sickness has been bad enough, but the fatigue was ruining my routine.

There's a light knock on the door frame. I turn to see the welcome side of my husband holding a cup of coffee. “Decaf, obviously, but I thought you could use a pick-me-up.”

I moan and reach for it. “Yes, please.”

For the past few weeks, James has developed the habit of appearing in doorways while I'm painting in the studio or reading on the couch. It would be smothering if he hadn't mastered the art of checking in on me without hovering. He doesn't even bother asking me how I'm feeling anymore, now that he knows how tired I get of answering that question.

Instead, we've developed our own rituals. He brings me decaf coffee at 3:00 p.m. I steal bites of whatever he's eating for dinner. We argue about ridiculous things that don't matter, like whether pineapple belongs on pizza (it doesn't, and I will die on this hill) or which Star Wars movie is the best (he says Empire; I say A New Hope; we've agreed to disagree).

Last night, we spent twenty minutes debating whether a hot dog is a sandwich.

We're ridiculous. We argue about nothing and agree about everything that matters. And somewhere along the way, this contract marriage has become the most real thing I’ve ever had.

James glances down at the smashed quartz. His mouth tightens. “Were you breaking those?” he asks.

Dr. Markovic and James agreed that I should hold off on the more physically demanding parts of my work, like stone crushing, until after I gave birth. I disagreed, but I was outvoted two to one.

“No,” I reassure him. “Brinley was here helping me.”

He chuckles. “Then I'm surprised they're not crushed to dust.”

I shrug. “She tends to be a little more aggressive than me with a hammer. I miss doing it myself, but once the rock crusher is installed, I'll be able to do it myself with the push of a button.”

“Thank you for resting. I know it kills you not to be able to pick up that hammer.”

“You want to try it? It's pretty cathartic. You might like it.”

James looks offended. “In my good suit? You've got to be kidding me.”

My eyes run over his body. His tie is undone, and the bags under his eyes are dark. I frown. “You look more tired than I do.”

I pat a spot on the couch next to me, and James takes a seat. He wraps his arm around my shoulders and I lean happily into his warmth.

“I had my meeting with Victor today,” he says.

I perk up. While I've been resting, James has been in and out of meetings with his lawyer and the Sequel board, trying to change the terms of his contract with my father. The business aspects have been getting a lot of pushback from the board, unsurprisingly. James insisted on taking out any language that would guarantee a merger between the two companies. He also insisted on installing exit clauses every three months.

In other words: if my father misbehaves, James can pull out of the deal within weeks.

Obviously, the Sequel board wanted to guarantee their access to Pages’ top properties, especially some YA fantasy book series that Brinley and I both put down after five pages. (Our conclusion: mer-werewolves are not sexy. Fins or fur, pick a lane.)

Untangling the personal ties between us and Victor has been even more complicated. James and Jack Archer went through the contract with a fine-tooth comb, eliminating every word that would guarantee Victor access to our child.

I hear that when my father saw the new contract, he threw his computer monitor at a glass door and shattered it.

Once the contract was rewritten, then came the hours and hours of renegotiations. To hear James tell it, the meetings are mostly my father yelling while James grinds his teeth and tries not to satisfy him with a reaction.

“How did it go?” I ask quietly.

James sips his coffee. “It’s handled. The paperwork’s in motion.”

My heart leaps. “So what happened? He signed the new contract?”

“Yes.”

“How?” I breathe. Deep down, I was starting to fear that my father would never sign. He'd rather chew off his own arm and give up the idea of an heir. The longer the negotiations went on, the more scared I felt that we'd lose.

My husband just tightens the arm around my shoulder. “Victor has less power than he thinks.”

I snort. “We're talking about my father, right? All he's done my entire life was acquire power.”

“Then maybe he should've spent some more time growing his business. Pages has taken significant losses over the past two years. A fact Victor chose to hide from his shareholders. Without the deal with Sequel, I doubt he'd keep his position as CEO for another year. He needs us far more than we need him.”

“Good.” I snuggle against his shoulder and close my eyes, a deep feeling of satisfaction rolling through me. Somehow, James managed to restructure our future around me and our baby.

“Do you want to feel the baby?” I ask.

“It's not kicking yet, is it?”

“No. That won't happen for a long time. There's barely even a bump. But sometimes, it's nice to feel her anyway.”

James stiffens. “I thought we were going to wait to find out the sex.”

“We are. I could be wrong. It's just a feeling I have.”

He lowers a hand to rest on my belly. His touch is tentative at first, but soon his fingers sprawl, relaxed. “I think it's nice to feel her, too.”
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James squeezes my hand. “You look beautiful.”

I glance down at my loose pale green dress. “Thank you. You can’t see a bump yet, right?”

“No, not yet,” he mutters.

“You sound almost disappointed.”

“Is it so wrong to want to see my wife, pregnant with my child?” James dips his head to kiss just below my jaw, making me shiver.

“It is tonight! I’m not ready for everyone to know yet.”

Cat and Nate invited the group to a small dinner at their apartment tonight. While I've already told the girls, James respected my request to keep it secret from his friends for a little longer. I'm just irrationally superstitious that the more people I tell, the more likely it is that something could go wrong.

“I’m still looking forward to seeing you in that dress in a few months,” James murmurs.

When the elevator doors open to Cat and Nate’s apartment, I’m greeted by a tray of brie and mini-croissants shoved in my face.

“You made it!” Cat says, beaming. “Have a snack.”

“At least let them come inside before you force imported cheese on them,” Nate says from behind her.

“Oh, right! Sorry, I just got excited.” She steps aside, gesturing for us to come inside and join the group. Inside, the lighting is low and warm. Soft music drifts from the speakers, and gigantic plates of food are stacked on the table.

James leans down to whisper in my ear. “Does Cat know that pregnant women can't eat unpasteurized cheese?”

I chuckle. “I doubt it. But she's so excited, I don't want to tell her. Quick, eat my brie for me.”

He sighs dramatically, but does as instructed. I nibble on my mini-croissant, which melts in my mouth. James smiles approvingly.

“Have we finally found a food that doesn't trigger your morning sickness?”

“Don’t say the M.S. word,” I hiss. For the past week, it’s been a struggle to keep down anything more than slices of toast. “And yes, I can happily report that these croissants don't make me want to vomit.”

“Then I'll find out where Cat got them and order a few dozen.” He ducks his head to kiss me on my temple and walks over to join the hostess.

I stroll to the table, where Brinley and Luke are biting back smiles watching Pippa and Ryan argue over something.

“For the last time, brownies are supposed to be vegetarian,” Pippa whines.

Ryan crosses his arms. “Well, I think adding bacon was a genius move. Tell them, Luke.”

“Bacon, I might have been able to handle,” Luke says. “But when you added cheddar cheese, you went a bridge too far.”

My stomach lurches just thinking about it. “Why?” I blurt out, not caring about being polite.

“What are the three best flavors in the world?” Ryan asks.

“Cherry, coffee, and caramel,” says Pippa.

“Sushi, curry, and spaghetti,” says Brinley.

“Wrong,” Ryan declares. “They’re chocolate, bacon, and cheese.”

“Not together,” Luke groans.

“More of a good thing is a good thing,” Ryan insists. “Here, Maura, try it. You’ll see.”

He reaches to a revolting looking dish in the center of the table. Before he can cut me a slice, James flexes out his hands.

“I'd rather you not poison my wife,” he says coolly.

Beau appears from the kitchen, wearing a pink frilly apron and potholders with Hello Kitty on them. Ryan, Luke, and James burst out laughing.

“When did you rob Barbie's closet?” Luke cackles.

“Har, har,” Beau says, unphased. He sets down a beautiful looking lasagna. “These are Cat’s. I borrowed them so I could generously make all of you a homemade dinner. I expect thank you’s from everyone, by the way.”

“Thank you,” Pippa and I chime.

“I’ll thank you after I taste test it,” Brinley says.

Beau waggles his eyebrows. “Trust me, I think you're going to like the flavor.”

The rest of the group joins us at the table as Beau starts serving up lasagna. I sniff carefully, and thankfully, my stomach seems to approve. I take a bite and moan loudly.

“Brinley, tell Beau thank you,” I demand.

Even though my stomach isn’t able to handle much more than the lasagna, dinner is still perfect. Conversation is full of old stories and good-natured debates over movies and travel locations. I find myself sitting back and just listening. Growing up, it was just me and Victor at the table, on the rare occasion he actually came home for dinner. Most nights, I ate alone with a book or with a staff member.

I never got to sit at a table like this, so full of warmth, noise and love. It’s probably the pregnancy hormones, but I get a little misty-eyed thinking about all the honorary uncles and aunts my baby will get to have. I’m grateful that they’ll be born into this little family. And if I can’t make it to see them graduate college or get married, at least my child has Cat to make them banners, Beau to take pictures of everything, Nate to spoil them with gifts, and everyone else to hug and teach and love them.

When everyone's done, Cat orders the men to clear the table for dessert. They fall in line without complaint, a feat they only perform for her. I guess they might do the same for me if I asked them, if only out of fear for James's wrath.

“Hey, Brinley, is your friend finally coming to visit this month?” Pippa asks.

Brinley’s face brightens. “Eden! Yes, she’s going to visit and test-drive Toronto as a place to live. I'm hoping she'll stay with me for at least a week. It's been way too long since we got to spend any real time together.”

Behind her, Luke freezes, an empty bread basket in his hand. After a moment, he shakes his head, almost like he's trying to shake off the thought.

“Dessert is served,” Beau says, approaching the table with a gigantic platter. I gasp at the massive display of cheesecake slices, brownie bites, lemon tarts, and macarons.

“You really think we’re going to eat all this?” Pippa laughs.

“I think we’re going to get through about half of it, and Ryan and James will hoover up the rest like the human vacuums they are,” Beau says.

Ryan shrugs and snatches a pistachio macaron. “He’s not wrong.”

Beau circles the table, pausing behind Brinley. As he leans down to put a small plate of pink cookies in front of her, I think I see him sniff her hair. It’s so quick, I would have thought I was seeing things if Brinley’s face didn’t turn a bright tomato red. It seems…odd. Flirtatious, even. But that wouldn’t make any sense. Beau is her brother’s best friend, and if Brinley were messing around with him, I’m sure she would have told me. Maybe he has some unrequited crush or something.

Cat stands at the head of the table and clears her throat. “I wanted to thank all of you for coming, and for all the support you've given Nate and I over the past few months. We've got a lot to celebrate. Pippa’s articles going viral, Maura’s solo show, Ryan launching his website—I don’t care what you all say, I love my neon green sweatshirt.”

“Hear, hear!” he cries, raising his glass.

“Tonight, I'd like to add another celebratory moment to the list,” she says.

“You’re pregnant!” Ryan gasps. “I call godfather!”

Cat holds up the champagne she’s been sipping all night. “Good guess, but no. Wedding planning has been exhausting, and I've had to make a lot of hard choices. Thankfully, at least one decision has been easy. Pippa, you’ve been my best friend for years. You were my rock while I figured out my whole relationship with Nate, and I want you by my side at the altar. Will you be my maid of honor?”

Pippa covers her mouth with her hands. “You’re serious?” she squeaks.

Cat nods. “I won't even make you plan a bachelorette party if you don't want to.”

“Shush! I want to,” Pippa says, jumping up and hugging Cat. “Thank you. I’d love to.”

“Pippa’s not the only one I want up there with me,” Cat says. “Maura and Brinley, would you be my bridesmaids?”

Tears spring to my eyes. Even though Cat was in my wedding party, I never expected her to reciprocate. It feels like she’s extended an official welcome to the inner circle. This time, it’s not a favor to James—I’ve been chosen.

“Of course, Cat.” I grin, wrapping my arms around myself. “Thank you.”

Brinley raises her hand. “Before I say yes, have you picked out the dresses already? Because you should know, I look tragic in pastel chiffon.”

The table chuckles. “I promise you veto power,” Cat says.

Brinley pretends to think. “Then yes. A thousand times, yes!”

Nate opens a bottle of champagne and starts pouring. When he gets to me, he says, “I know you don’t drink much, but it still feels polite to offer.”

I smile. “I'm good, thanks. I'm actually going to step out on the terrace for some air.” My nausea has cooperated this long, and I don't want to tempt fate by putting it through dessert.

Leaving the chatting group, I walk over to the terrace doors and into the spring air. It's the warmest evening I can remember in months, but the apartment is high enough that there’s still a strong breeze. I hug my arms around myself.

A moment later, the door opens behind me. A familiar smelling jacket settles on my shoulders—James.

“Feeling okay?” he asks.

“I feel amazing, actually.” He steps next to me at the terrace railing, and I lean against his shoulder. “I can't believe Cat asked me to be in her wedding. I didn't have a ton of close friends, thanks to Victor. I never thought I'd get to be a bridesmaid.”

James hums. “I get it. After my parents died, the circle of people I trusted became—well, pretty much just the guys.”

“Is it scary to let yourself trust that many people?” I ask.

He considers for a moment. “In theory, yes. But I know that I could ask everyone in that room for help, and they’d step up, no questions asked. Well, Brinley might have a few questions, which is fair. We don’t know each other that well.”

“She’d help you for my sake. She might give you shit about it, but she’d step up.”

James’s hand wraps around my waist. “How are you feeling? With the morning sickness, I mean.”

“It’s not amazing. And we’ve got to stop calling it morning sickness, instead of all-day awfulness. But I’d take morning sickness over the anxiety any day.”

“What are you anxious about?”

I put a hand over my stomach. “I’m scared of hoping too much. Something could still happen.”

“I’m scared too,” James admits. “But I’d choose this risk every time if it meant having you and the baby.”

I turn into his arms, raising my lips to his. His mouth opens instantly for me, his tongue pressing hungrily against mine. He clutches me hard against him and I press up on my toes, not wanting an inch of space between our bodies. Our teeth clash as James devours me and steals my breath. His fingers dig into my waist, all his careful self-control evaporated.

There are no walls, no deflection. For the first time, I let James feel everything I do, and he does the same.

I only break away when I’m too breathless to keep kissing. When I glance up at James, a lock of dark hair falls over his forehead. I smile and press it back.

“Take me home,” I murmur.

James's eyes glitter in the evening light. “Home,” he repeats. “I like the sound of that.”

He puts his hand on my lower back and guides me toward the elevator. And for the first time, I let myself imagine a future where I actually get to keep this.

All of it. Him, our baby, the life we're building together.

Maybe, just maybe, my heart will hold on long enough to see it through.

The group at the table is engrossed in a card game that seems to involve a lot of yelling and forehead-slapping. James leads me right to the elevator, ignoring them.

“We should say goodbye,” I say.

He presses the elevator button. The doors open quickly, and he drags me inside and presses me up against the wall, his warmth making me shiver.

“They’ll survive,” he mutters. “I need you more.”

When his lips descend on mine, I can’t think of a reason to argue.
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As I stand in the doorway of Maura’s studio, I think god for noise canceling headphones. It's the only way I can watch her work without her complaining. My wife prefers that I not, as she puts it, “lurk around in doorways like some kind of obsessed stalker.”

“What if I am an obsessed stalker?” I asked once.

She bit her lip thoughtfully. “Then you're a pretty good one. You did get me to marry you, after all.”

Now, I stand and appreciate the opportunity to stare at my wife, uninterrupted. She still isn’t showing much at all, but even knowing a little version of us is being made inside of her makes me so hyper vigilant and maybe a smidge overprotective. I find myself more than a little obsessed with her body these days. I never imagined I’d be the sort of man to talk to a woman’s uterus, but I find myself cooing to it every chance I get.

When the baby is a bit bigger, I’ll read to them. The books say it’s good for them to hear our voices in vitro.

If Maura thought I was territorial before she started showing, it’s nothing compared to the way I feel now. Or how I know I’ll feel when she starts really showing.

She dips her brush into glistening green paint, which she applies to the canvas with a broad stroke of her brush. I know it’s crushed Greek porphyry mixed in with the paint.

The industrial rock crusher was installed not long ago, but she’s barely used it for all the morning sickness and fatigue. I think she’s almost through the worst of it, though. Or at least that’s what all the nurses and doctors I’ve harassed about it have said.

I know she’s feeling better because she’s been working up a storm, painting practically every waiting hour. Most of the pieces are inspired by our trip to Greece, incorporating the stones we bought there.

After a few minutes, I pull out my phone and send her a text.

James


Got you a new stone. Sent it up from the storage.




Maura pulls out her phone almost immediately, and smiles as she reads it.

Maura


Is it one of the impossible ones?




James


One of a kind.




A few weeks ago, I coaxed Maura into giving me a list of all the stones she thought would be impossible to get. They'll be arriving next week. This one is a little different.

Humming to herself, Maura walks over to the dumbwaiter and opens the door, no doubt expecting some massive hunk of rock inside. She gasps in surprise, her paintbrush clattering to the floor. With shaking hands, she pulls out a small black velvet box.

She whirls around, ripping off her headphones. Her mouth falls open when she sees me dropping to one knee. She looks so beautiful, so genuinely shocked, that I want to kiss her before she even answers.

“Oh, James…”

“I've been thinking,” I say. “I did it all wrong, proposing the first time. It was all contracts and pressure. No romance. That's not how it's supposed to be.”

Her eyes grow shiny with tears. She walks slowly to me, stopping a mere footstep away. She lets me take her hand.

“Maura, I’ve been in love with you longer than I’ll ever admit in public. Embarrassingly long. Possibly before you even liked me. No one's ever made me feel as alive as you have, and I’d rather have twenty fiercely lived years with you than fifty empty ones without you.”

I take the box from Maura’s hand. “After the accident, my parents’ belongings were boxed up and stored for me. One of the boxes held my mother’s engagement ring.”

I open the box, and Maura’s hands fly to her mouth when she sees the rectangular blue diamond on a slender white gold band. The complete opposite of her reaction to my first ring. I know, without a doubt, that she loves it.

“I never thought I’d want to give it to anyone,” I explain. “She would only want me to give it to someone I loved. I know she would be proud for me to give it to you.”

Her full lips curve into a smile. “And I would be proud to wear it.”

“Wait a second, let me ask you first.” I laugh. “Will you marry me, my beautiful wife? Properly, by choice?”

Tears break free from Maura’s eyes, and she laughs at the same time that she cries. “Yes! Yes, James, yes.”

I slide the ring on her slender finger and kiss her knuckles. “It looks perfect.”

“It is. It’s so, so much better than my first ring—which was beautiful,” she adds quickly. “It just wasn’t this.”

“You’re right. This is better.”

I stand and pull Maura into my arms, setting my lips against hers. Her lips part for me, inviting and wanting. Mine, for the rest of our lives.

Lifting her in my arms, I carry her to our now-shared bedroom. It's more colorful than it was when only I used it, Warm Front hanging prominently over the bed. I only set her down long enough to peel off the linen dress she's wearing. I sink to my knees in front of her, dragging her panties down her legs.

“Lie back on the bed for me, wife,” I instruct her.

She crawls backward onto the mattress, her head nestled on the pillow. I strip off my shirt and trousers, feeling her eyes on my body as she takes in the view.

“Like what you see?” I ask, raising a brow.

“Yes,” she purrs. “I love looking at my husband.”

Growling, I circle a hand around one of her ankles and slowly kiss my way up the soft, pale skin. I crawl up over her while I kiss her everywhere. On her calves and thighs, her hips, the soft curve of her stomach. Territorial asshole that I am, I can’t wait until everyone can see she's pregnant with my child. So that every man who so much as looks at her will know that she belongs to me.

I prop myself up on my arm beside her, so I have full access to her body without crushing her belly. I kiss her shoulder as she wraps her hand around my length. Fuck, I love the way that looks. As she pumps her hand up and down, her chest heaves with shallow breaths. I lower my mouth to suck on her breast. A small chest suits her frame, but I love every way the pregnancy is already changing her body.

I thrust shamelessly against her hand while I feast on her breasts and neck. Every little sigh that falls from her mouth just makes my cock throb harder.

I drag my teeth along the juncture where her shoulder meets her neck and she sighs. “James…”

Hearing my name from her lips almost makes me come before I want to. Gently, I move her hand from my cock to my hair as I slip down her body and settle between her spread legs. I sink my mouth into her slick pussy, lapping at her wetness. I love the way her hips arch up toward my face. I love how my wife shamelessly takes her pleasure when I eat her out.

My hands skate over her thighs and belly, while her hands grip my hair tightly, pulling me even closer. I’m surrounded by the musky scent and taste of her, and it makes my cock throb against the mattress. I wish I could tell her how fucking sweet her nectar is, pouring on my tongue, but that would mean I’d have to stop tasting her. Right now, that’s not something I’m fucking capable of doing.

“Oh, god,” Maura moans. “Yes, James, yes.”

Her hips rock faster and faster, chasing the pleasure I know is spiraling up through her body. My fingers tighten around her hips and I hum, adding to the vibrations of my mouth. I refuse to relent until her legs spasm over my shoulders.

“Oh, fuck!” she screams as she comes all over my mouth. I wait till her legs are done shaking before I raise my head and slowly lick every drop of her off my face. She looks down at me with lust-drunk eyes.

“I love hearing your pretty mouth swear when I make you come, wife.”

Her lips curl into a smile. “Maybe you should make me do it again,” she teases, and I grin.

“It’s like you’re reading my mind. Lie on your side now, Maura.”

Satisfaction still unfurls in my belly whenever she does as I say. When she rolls to her side, my cock pulses.

I climb up behind her, letting my hard cock press against her ass and running my hands over every inch of skin I can reach. I pepper kisses against her soft neck and knead her breasts, paying special attention to her peaked buds.

“You want to come again, sweetheart?”

“Yes,” she sighs, and I slip my fingers down to her sopping pussy.

I urge her top leg forward onto the bed to give me access before I drag the head of my cock over her entrance. “And you know I’ll always give you anything you ask for.”

My mouth finds the place beneath her ear. “I used to think love was just something the world takes from you.”

My hand spreads over her belly, grounding myself in what we made. “Then you happened.”

I thrust slow, controlled. “Ask me for forever, Maura, and I’ll give it to you.”

I take my time, stretching her open bit by bit. Maura arches her back, pressing her hips down to take more of me.

“Give me forever,” she says, her voice breathy and broken.

“It’s yours.”

I grit my teeth as her sinfully delicious heat envelopes me. I don’t think I’ll ever get used to the way her pussy takes me, the way she eagerly takes every inch I give her.

I take my time stroking her breasts before circling her clit with my fingers as I push the final inch inside.

“Oh god,” she pants. “More, James, please.”

Our breaths and bodies seem to sync up as I rock inside her. Every time I pull out, her pussy clenches tightly, like it’s trying to keep me deep inside. It’s torture every time I pull out, but it’s worth the heavenly heat of thrusting back in.

“You were fucking made for me,” I groan. “Always mine. Forever mine.”

“So possessive,” Maura says, but her humor is swallowed up by her desire.

“Say it,” I demand, thrusting deeper. “Tell me you're mine.”

“I'm yours.” The words come out breathless, wrecked.

“Again.”

“I'm yours, James. Only yours.”

The admission breaks something loose in me. I grip her hips tighter, driving into her with an intensity that borders on desperate.

Her inner walls clench tight as a fist.

“And I’m yours, Maura Keller.”

She moans, and it’s all I can do to keep from unleashing right then. My fingers press harder on her clit, urging on her orgasm. I promised my wife she could come on my cock, and she gets everything she asks for.

I suck on the most sensitive place on her neck, and when I circle her clit one more time, Maura comes undone. Her whole body shakes and trembles against mine in a shattering orgasm. I bury my face in her neck and follow her over the edge into a void of mind-shattering pleasure.

Her jasmine perfume grounds me as I float back down into my body. Her soft curves press back into me, and I’m overwhelmed with how lucky I was to find this gorgeous, joyful, chaotic woman.

“I love you, Maura. My wife.”

This time, the words “my wife” feel different coming off my tongue. They’re not just possessive and territorial. They’re solid, chosen, and utterly permanent.

She snuggles back against me and lets out a small hum of satisfaction. “I love you, too,” she whispers. “You’re mine. All mine.”

I wrap my arms around her waist and close my eyes. I plan to stay curled up with my wife for as long as she’ll let me, and I hope that’s a long goddamn time.
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JAMES


Maura’s cheeks are flushed a bright pink, making her caramel brown eyes appear even brighter. She sweeps her paintbrush across the canvas in broad strokes. She still moves with grace, despite her swelling pregnant belly.

I lean against the door frame, watching her.

“Stop that,” Maura says cheerfully, not bothering to turn around and look at me. “It can't be that interesting, watching me paint.”

“It's a thousand times more interesting than that mountain of paperwork we just finished,” I grumble.

Maura flashes a smile over her shoulder. “Is Jack still here?” she asks.

We both spent the past three hours with the man, signing all the updated legal paperwork we’ll need before the baby is born. Wills, trusts, guardianship forms—if anything happens to me and Maura, Nate and Cat will be in charge of taking care of our child—and, most importantly, clauses limiting Victor’s access to the baby.

“Jack just left,” I tell her.

“I think he's going down to see Ryan.”

“Really? Did they make up? Did he say anything?”

“No, but I spotted a horrific neon green sweatshirt in his briefcase.” Maura shudders dramatically. “If he's buying Ryan Archer merch, there’s got to be a reunion on the horizon.”

“Ryan won’t make it easy on him. He's still pretty angry about Jack cutting off him and Pippa.”

Maura hums with agreement. “Well, if Jacks feels anything close to how I feel about our baby, he’ll stop at nothing to get his son back.”

“I hope you’re right.” I stride forward and bury my head in my wife’s hair, inhaling her scent. “How are you feeling?”

“I'm a little afraid to say it out loud,” she murmurs. “It's just scary to hope before I know if it's real.”

Before our meeting with Jack Archer, Maura and I went to meet her new doctor. Dr. Markovic finally decided to retire, referring us to Dr. Edwards, a cardiologist in her 40s. Our appointment this morning was just supposed to be introductory, a chance for Maura to get to know her and update her on the particulars of her case.

Instead, Dr. Edwards was a revelation. She gave us information on a new trial treatment for Maura's condition, one which showed promising results in its first round. Maura won't be able to start treatment until after the baby is born, but Dr. Edwards is cautiously optimistic, and so am I.

For the first time since Greece, the future doesn't feel like it's running on a ticking clock. There are no promises, but there's possibility, and that’s good enough for me.

Maura turns in my arms and smiles up at me. Grainy green paint smears over her cheekbone. I wipe it away with my thumb.

“You can hope a little now, if you want,” I whisper. “You won’t jinx it. I promise.”

She lets out a long breath. “In that case, I feel great. Really great. Also…what do you think of a color like this for the nursery?”

She gestures behind us. The canvas is painted a soft green, lighter than the other paints she mixed with the stone.

“We can use whatever color you want.” I chuckle. “The baby won’t complain.”

“Good.” Her eyes flit up to mine. “Because what I really want is you.”

My hands tighten around her waist. “I’m yours.”

I dip my head and capture her mouth with mine. She moans as our lips meet, a small sound that makes my blood race. I walk her backward, pressing her against the wall. Maura’s pregnant body is beyond gorgeous, expanding the curves and softness of her small frame. Her hands tug at my jacket and tie, trying to strip them off to get access to me. Then, Maura pulls away with a gasp.

“Your suit,” she says. “I’m getting paint on it! God, I’m sorry, it’s all over my hands.”

I grab her paint-covered hand and bring it to my hard cock, so she’s rubbing me through my trousers. “Does it feel like I give a fuck?”

She drags her lower lip through her teeth. “No.”

I tear off my jacket and tie, discarding them on the floor. I know Maura dripped paint there already, but I’m beyond caring. I just want to feel my wife’s bare skin against mine.

“Take off your clothes, wife,” I growl. “I don’t want to wait any longer than I have to.”

Her hands tremble with excitement as she undoes the buttons on her linen maxi dress. The second I’m fully undressed, my hands are back on her body, roaming over her back, her ass, her thighs.

“So beautiful, Maura. You’re so goddamn gorgeous.”

“Even now?” she breathes, and I know she means with all the fatigue and hormonal changes. She’s been complaining about paleness and acne and dark circles under her eyes. Trying eight different hair masks to try to get the shine back into her bright copper hair.

“Fuck, especially now.” I grab her by the waist, lifting her slightly to perch on the end of a nearby work table. “You’re carrying our baby.” I sink down to my knees, my hands pulling her thighs over my shoulders. “There couldn’t possibly be anything more incredible than that.”

“It’sIt’s exhausting,” she breathes, but there's no real annoyance or frustration in it.

“I know, baby.” I press a kiss to her inner thigh. “But you’re doing so good. And knowing you’re walking around with my child inside you does something primal to me. Makes me want to fuck you against every surface in this apartment until you can't walk.”

“That sounds like a threat.”

“It's a promise.”

I punctuate the statement by licking her pussy, entrance to clit. I devour her sweetness, reveling in the way she spills all over my mouth. I swear, ever since the morning sickness phase passed, this pregnancy has made her even more responsive. Her arousal trickles down my lips to my chin as I lick and lap at her.

“Don’t stop,” Maura cries. “God, James, please keep going, just like that.”

I tease her entrance with my fingertips as I suck gently on her clit. I want to fuck her, but damn if I’m not going to make her come for me first. She moans, her fingers gripping the edge of the table. They’re streaked with more paint—a paler green she must have left on the work table. She reaches for my hair, and I don’t bother stopping her. Let her paint me if she has to. I’m too hungry for her to pull away.

She lets out a strangled gasp and pulls my head harder against her core. I hollow my lips around her clit and suck while I stretch her around three fingers at once. Her nails dig into my scalp as her body stretches to accommodate the intrusion.

I pull away just for a second. “You okay?” I ask.

In answer, Maura just groans and pulls my head back to her clit. I wrap it in my lips while I drag my tongue over it. Her honey drips down my face and fingers, delicious and beyond perfect. Her thighs tremble around my face as I pump my fingers inside her. Fuck, I could die happy right here, my senses overloaded by the woman carrying my child.

“I’m close,” she warns me, her fingers tightening in my hair. “I’m almost—I’m—God, James!”

She comes against my mouth, her body contorting with pleasure as she rides me through it. I don’t stop pumping my fingers in her even as her pussy clenches them tight. I only pull away when her legs finally stop shaking and smile wickedly up at her.

“I love it when you make a mess all over my fingers and my mouth, Maura.”

“You’re a mess, too,” she says, humor making her eyes sparkle. “Paint all over your shirt and hair.”

I strip the shirt over my head. “Touch me more, then.” I step between her legs and tangle my fingers in her paint-covered ones.

There's something liberating about the mess. About letting go of my need for control, for order, for everything in its proper place. With Maura, I don't want proper. I want this—paint-smeared and desperate and completely undone.

Her eyes flicker down to my chest. Tentatively, she touches my pecs, tracing the edges. I grab her wrists and pull her hands down until she’s dragging paint down the ridges of my abs. With my silent permission, she touches me more purposefully. She paints over the ridge of my shoulders and down my biceps. I drag my lips down her neck while she reaches down the back of my trousers and grabs my ass in her hands.

“You’re beautiful,” Maura sighs. “I should paint you every day.”

My first, grumpy instinct is to tell her I have no interest in ruining a suit every day.

Then she smiles and I change my mind. Fuck the suits—I can buy more. Let her ruin everything I own. Let her cover me in paint every fucking day if it’ll make her happy.

“If that’s what you want,” I promise her before I capture her lips with mine.

Maura sighs against my mouth and wraps her arms around my neck. I fumble with my zipper, tugging it down to pull out my hard cock. I set my seeping tip at her core and press inside her. Her pussy squeezes me tight, and I look down to watch as she takes every inch of me. I’ll never get over how perfect she looks as she takes my cock.

Her paint-slick hands slide over my back as her pussy drips down my cock onto my base. I pull out long enough to make her squirm, then pound home once more. I roll my hips, plunging my cock into her over and over until Maura’s teeth dig into my neck. Her fingernails dig into my back muscles, holding on tight while I fuck her. The pain only makes the messy heat of her pussy feel more intense. It’s all too good, too perfect. It feels like my soul might burst through my skin, trying to get closer to this woman.

I gaze down at her. Her face is flushed, her pale skin streaked with green, her auburn hair hanging wild down her back. A year ago, I never could have imagined my life with this much color.

“You're a masterpiece,” I tell her, and I mean it in every sense. “The most beautiful thing I've ever seen.”

Her eyes go glassy with something that might be tears. “James⁠—”

“I mean it.” I thrust into her again, punctuating the words. “You. Are. Exquisite.”

It’s messy and vivid and alive, but it doesn’t feel strange. It feels right.

Maura’s pussy pulses around my length, and I kiss her again, right in time to swallow her cries as she comes on my cock. I follow her over the edge, my own climax washing over me in a haze of auburn and green and white.

Fuck clean and orderly. I really could do this every day for the rest of my life.
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MAURA


“Are you sure you feel comfortable?” Cat says, fidgeting with her hands as she circles me.

“She feels fine,” Brinley and Pippa say in unison. The boutique assistant kneeling at my feet with a pincushion doesn’t say anything, but I’m pretty sure she mouths it. She spent the entire bridesmaids dress fitting hovering anxiously, trying to make sure everyone's happy.

“You don't have to worry, Cat,” I reassure her. “The dress feels great. There's even still room in case my bump gets any bigger.”

She sighs. “I just want all my bridesmaids to like their dresses.”

I gesture down at my blush-colored chiffon gown. Its empire waist sends the fabric flowing beautifully over my body, while the delicate shirring at the top gives the illusion of sheerness while fully covering my scar. “I love it. I feel like I’m walking right out of a Sargent painting.”

“I have no idea who Sargent is, but I love my dress, too,” Pippa adds. Cat let us all pick different dresses in the same color, so Pippa’s is much more bodycon than mine, giving total Jessica Rabbit vibes.

“My dress is nice, but it’s not too late to change the color from pink,” Brinley adds. Cat and I exchange amused glances. Brinley might joke around, snarking about tulle and chiffon, but we all saw her twirling in front of the mirror in her dress when she thought no one was looking. She loves her dress just as much as we do.

“If you’re comfortable, I'm done pinning your dress,” the boutique assistant says. “I need to speak with the head seamstress about when it will be ready for pick up. You're all welcome to enjoy some tea and champagne in the lounge while you wait.”

Cat’s face brightens immediately, all worry gone. “Ooo, yes please.”

After I slip off my bridesmaid dress, I head over to the lounge where Brinley has a cup of tea waiting for me.

“They have green tea and cinnamon spice, but I thought you’d like the ginger peach best,” she says, handing me the steaming cup.

“Perfect.” I sigh. “Just what I needed.”

“So, what happens if Maura’s belly finally decides to pop before the wedding?” Pippa asks. “I’ve heard that can happen, you know. Like you can go from barely showing at all to a whole ass baby bump overnight.”

“The wedding’s in two weeks. I think it’ll be fine.”

“It’s a good thing Nate and Cat decided on the July date instead of the Christmas one or you might’ve given birth at the wedding,” Brinley jokes. “You would’ve stolen all the attention away from the bride. But, then you wouldn’t have had to get them a gift. I read that in Miss Manners.”

“We would’ve brought the reception party to your hospital room,” Cat says loyally.

I shudder. “Well thanks for choosing the July date because as much as I appreciate the gesture, I think I can live without four hundred guests staring at my lady bits.”

“I don’t have four hundred guests coming,” Cat sniffs. “I have three hundred fifty.”

“The insane part is that they’re all your guests,” Pippa laughs. “Grumpy Nate invited four people, and they’re all his groomsmen.”

“Not true! Nate invited plenty of people.”

“Name one.”

Cat bites her lower lip, thinking. “Umm…Hold on. I’ll pull up the guest list.” She checks her phone, and her eyes go wide. “Oh, no. Maura, there’s a new Toronto Tea article about you and James.”

My heart plunges. It’s been months since the Tea wrote anything about us. By now, I’d practically forgotten about how Peppermint almost ruined my wedding day. If she wrote something else nasty about my husband, I'm not sure I want to hear it. I have enough to worry about until the baby comes.

“Can you just give me a summary?” I mumble.

Her eyes scan quickly over the text, widening with each sentence. “Actually…I think you should read this, Maura.”

She passes me her phone. I take it reluctantly, and only because I trust Cat’s judgment.

Villain of Sequel Rewrites Marriage Contract

James and Maura Keller have been busy slaying a dragon, and this time, they’re fighting side by side. Months after signing a contract that legally required Maura to give birth, the now-happily married couple have changed their original terms to give Maura the freedom she deserves. It turns out, all the Villain needed was a strong wife to put him in his place.

That’s right, James Keller is now whipped (complimentary.) The CEO has directed his ruthlessness toward protecting his wife and future child’s wellbeing. He’s insured they both have legal protection from the real Big Bad—Victor Matthews, who’s been fighting tooth and nail to get legal custody of his grandchild. Apparently, years of controlling his daughter’s personal and professional life wasn’t enough. The selfish idiot wanted to steal her baby, too. Good luck to him, getting past James Keller’s lawyers.

Meanwhile, shielded from her father’s controlling tendency, Maura’s career has blossomed. Her initial solo show at the Whitmer Gallery sold out, and we hear she’s preparing one mother of a follow-up. Maura, if you’re reading this, the Toronto Tea would love a painting for our (nonexistent) offices.

While we’re not ready to call the Villain of Sequel completely reformed, we are putting down our pitchforks. Best of luck to Maura, her man, and her baby.

I want to throw my phone and hug it at the same time. I hate that once again, the inner details of my life have been exposed to the world. At least this time, the article makes it sound like I’ve got some backbone. Best of all, it exonerates James, telling the world the truth—he has my best interests at heart.

“Well? What does it say?” Pippa asks.

I wordlessly pass her the phone. She reads it while Brinley looks over her shoulder.

“This is—” Pippa says.

“Actually nice?” Cat finishes, astonishment in her voice.

I shrug. “I can't say I love seeing my name in the blogosphere again, but at this least this time, they're writing something close to the truth.”

“I don’t get it. Peppermint has had it out for James for ages,” Cat says. “I wonder what made her change her mind?”

“Exactly what she said in the article,” Brinley says. “He fought Victor and earned himself some redemption points.”

“Wait, she? When did we decide Peppermint was a woman?” Pippa asks.

“I thought she might be,” says Cat. “Her writing just has that vibe.”

“Don't overthink it,” Brinley says. “You remember, I wasn't the biggest fan of this marriage contract at the beginning, either. I changed my mind when I got to know James.”

“Yeah, but you're actually friends with Maura. You're entitled to have an opinion, unlike Peppermint, who’s never even met her,” Pippa grumbles. Clearly, she still hasn't forgiven Peppermint for writing about her and Ryan.

Brinley shrugs. “I'm just saying, even villains have a chance to earn redemption. Anyway, my friend Eden is coming to town right after Cat’s wedding. Maura, any chance you can get her tickets to the opening night party for your show?”

“Of course! I'm excited to meet her.”

“Good. I wasn't sure if it had already sold out or anything.” Brinley laughs.

“I'm the artist. I think I can pull a few strings.”

For the past few weeks, I've been putting together the pieces for a new show, inspired by my trip to Paros, using the stones I got there and the raw diamonds James bought me a while back. It's more alive than my first show, more hopeful. It features green instead of black, swelling oceans instead of gathering storms. It's still me, but infused with an optimism I never thought I'd feel.

There’s the barest hint of a flutter inside of me, and I press my hand to my stomach so she can feel my presence. We still haven't confirmed the gender, but part of me is still convinced she’ll be a girl—if for no other reason than to piss my father off. It seems fitting that the deal he made to get a male heir would end with me getting everything I want, and him getting nothing.

I'll still love you, no matter who you are, girl or boy, healthy or sick, artist or CEO, chaos demon or baby grump, I promise.

The boutique attendant reappears, letting us know that the dresses will be ready within the next two days. The four of us finish our drinks and walk out into the sunshine, into a future that feels terrifying, bright, and full.


EPILOGUE
JAMES


“Everything hurts,” Maura moans the second she walks in from the elevator.

I look up from my tablet. “What hurts?”

“My ankles. My hands. My shoulders. And my brain will, too, if you make me look at your damn schedule.” She glares resentfully at the tablet.

I chuckle and set the tablet down on the coffee table. “You're in luck. I was just clearing my schedule for the rest of the afternoon.”

Her hand goes to her heart as she dramatically feigns shock. “You what? I’m sorry, what alien infiltrated your brain and took over my husband?”

“An alien determined to spoil his wife, apparently. Come here.”

Standing, I cradle her face in my hands and gently drag my lips against her. Just a taste to satisfy me after a long day without her.

“Are you hungry?” I murmur.

She shakes her head. “They had so many macarons at the bridal shop, I don’t think I could eat another bite.”

“Good. Then let me take you upstairs.”

Her lips curve up into a flirtatious smile. “What for, husband?”

“I think you have some idea.”

Taking her hand, I lead her to the stairs. She moves a little slower these days, always tired from the pregnancy or the late nights painting, but I take the opportunity to watch her hips sway as she walks into the bedroom. Are they wider? I swear they look a little wider this week than they did last week. Damn. So perfect.

While my bedside table is still tidy and spare, Maura’s holds a giant pile of colorful paperbacks, a turquoise-colored vase she got in Greece filled with fresh yellow flowers, and a sketchbook, in case she gets any ideas at night. My eyes no longer twitch when I see the chaotic mess. Instead, it feels welcoming—a constant reminder of her.

She lets me unzip her maxi dress and slide it off her body. My hands skim the sides of her breasts as I remove her bra, and I relish the way she shivers at my touch. She slides her underwear over the swell of her hips, and I hold her hand to help her balance as she steps out of it. I circle her, my cock growing even harder as I take in her gorgeous body, noting any tiny micro changes and finding a few more to memorize before they change again.

“I can’t get enough of you pregnant,” I murmur, dragging my hand over her bump. “You’re fucking stunning. It’s almost impossible to keep my hands off you.”

“You barely try anyway.” She laughs as I kiss up her neck. She’s right—every day that Maura has the energy, I drag her to bed, mostly without complaints.

Our lips and tongues meet in a warm, slow kiss that sends waves of want through me.

I drag my mouth away from hers to help her up on the bed. I tear off my suit while she finds a comfortable position back against the pillows. Once I’m bare, I crawl up her body and stare down into her eyes.

“Let me spoil you, wife.”

“If you insist,” she says, smiling sweetly. “But careful or I’m going to get used to being your pillow princess and I’m going to expect this sort of treatment even after the pregnancy.”

“Good. Because I don’t plan on stopping, Maura.”

My lips meet hers again, softly this time. My tongue slides against hers in patient caresses. When she’s lying boneless against the bed, I drag my mouth from her lips down her throat. Her skin feels softer than silk, and a blush crawls up her neck as I adore her with my mouth. My hands drift down over her sides, sending a shiver through her.

I kiss down over the thin line of her scar. She hid it from me for so long, but now, she trusts me completely with it. It’s an honor, being allowed to kiss and touch it.

My hands span her belly as I kiss down the center of it. Her body feels like home, and the rest of the world disappears as my lips move reverently over her skin. The word mine pumps through my blood, until it’s the only thing I can think.

Maura’s body trembles under my touch, her hips arching up toward nothing.

“You want me to touch you, baby?” I gaze up at her lust-darkened eyes, and she nods.

“Please, James. I need your fingers there.”

One hand teases her inner thigh while the other drags through the slickness at her entrance. She whimpers deliciously at my touch. I nip and suck at her breasts while I stroke her clit. Her chest heaves with shallow breaths, pushing her peaked nipples even further into my mouth. Fuck, I could spend forever worshiping her perfect body.

Her slippery flesh trembles under my fingers as I tease her slick channel. Slowly, I slide two fingers in, up to the first knuckle, then the second. She lets out a sigh and spreads her thighs wider, welcoming me. With a growl, I spear my fingers deep in her while I duck my head to lap at her clit with my tongue.

“Oh, god!” she shrieks, her hands diving into my hair. Fuck, I know this won’t take long with all the time I spent stroking and kissing her. She’s already pouring into my mouth, her inner muscles clenching hard around my fingers. Her thighs hug my head tight, and I can practically feel our hearts pumping in time with each other.

I lick her little clit relentlessly, soaking up the cries falling from her mouth. The smell and feel of her surrounds me until it feels like I’m drowning in her musky jasmine scent. The flat of my tongue presses hard against her as I wait for that final, delicious sound of her screaming my name as she comes.

“James!” she shrieks. Her hands yank at my hair for purchase as she comes all over my mouth for a long, perfect moment. I close my eyes, memorizing the taste and feel of her. I don’t know how many more peaceful afternoons we’ll get before the baby comes.

Maura’s eyes are half-lidded when I raise my head. “Let me draw you a bath,” I say.

She shakes her head. “What about you?”

“I’m extremely fucking satisfied right now that I’ve watched you come so prettily for me.” I kiss her thigh, then her hipbone. “Besides, you took my cock perfectly this morning. I don’t want to get too greedy.”

Before she can argue with me, I roll out of bed and stroll to the bathroom. I can feel the heat of Maura’s eyes on my back and shoulders, and I can’t help flexing my muscles a bit to improve her view.

It only takes five minutes for me to fill Maura’s bath. It’s lucky, since she often falls asleep so quickly these days, if it took me any longer, I’d find her snoozing.

“The bath’s ready!” I call.

When she opens the door, the scent of jasmine drifts out, along with warm steam. The lights are dimmed, and I’ve lit a scented pillar candle. Her lips curl into a satisfied smile. “Oh, James, this is exactly what I needed. How did you know?”

I hold her hand to help her balance as she steps out of them. I don’t let go of it until she’s safely settled in the tub.

“How’s the water temperature?”

“Perfect,” she moans. “I swear, you somehow crawled right into my head and figured out exactly what I like.”

Luckily, it’s also what’s safe for the baby.

I pull over a stool to sit beside her and take her hand. Over the past few months, I've mastered the art of massaging Maura’s hands. She's been working so much, her fingers are often exhausted from crushing stones. I know exactly how much pressure she likes.

Maura sinks back, her eyes fluttering closed as the warm water soothes her muscles. She looks so lovely at rest, when all the tension seeps away from her muscles. I should draw a bath for her more often.

My phone buzzes in my pocket and Maura stirs.

“You should get that,” she says, not opening her eyes.

“They’re just work emails. They can wait.”

She snorts. “James, I know you’re dying to look. You have absolutely spoiled me, and I’d be happy to sit here and luxuriate while you do your form of relaxation.”

“I’ll just skim the subjects,” I promise her.

The top email is from my PR woman, Sharmi.

Subject: Peppermint – Possible ID.

My heartbeat slows to a dull thud. We’ve been chasing Peppermint for so long, I’d started to think they were unfindable. I’ve started to wonder whether it was a ghost. Even the possibility of finding them is more than I expected.

“Actually, I better take a look at this,” I tell Maura.

She waves her hand. “Go. Let me soak. My muscles are happy.”

With a final kiss on her temple, I head to my office and open my laptop. I didn’t want to read this in front of Maura. I don’t want her worrying about anything right now. This is my problem to solve, whoever Peppermint is. Taking a breath, I open the email.

Our PI has finally narrowed down the people we believe might be behind the Peppermint persona. One name jumped out to me, since I believe she’s a friend of your wife—Brinley Windsor. We were able to hack through the Tea’s IP address, and it matches her apartment building. It could be another residence, or someone planting a false lead. What do you think? Could it be her?

I reread the email twice as a deep pit grows in my stomach.

Because yes, Brinley is clever, sharp, and witty enough to be Peppermint. She’s got an ax to grind with me, Luke, Beau, Nate, and Ryan. Motive, opportunity, ability—they all match.

Fuck. When Maura finds out, she’s going to be devastated. Her best friend hasn’t just been keeping a massive secret from her—she’s actually shared my wife’s private life with the public. It’s a betrayal that’ll strike Maura to the core. I’ll have to deal with the news extremely fucking carefully.

If it’s true that Brinley is Peppermint, I know her target wasn’t Maura. It was me. I can’t even blame Brinley for it—I know how hurt she was by what the guys and I did. She’s still exacting revenge years later, using our own misbehavior against us. There’s a certain fairness to it. If my wife hadn’t been collateral damage, I might have found it in me to forgive her.

A few months ago, I would have been focused on revenge—on ruining the woman who did this. Now, I’m mostly concerned with managing my wife’s reaction. It’s a lot to handle and her emotional and physical safety have to come first. Even if that means I have to be a little less ruthless with her friend than I’d like.

I type back a response to Sharmi.

Re: Peppermint – Possible ID

Brinley is a possibility. Please confirm as soon as possible. I need irrefutable proof before I can move forward.

Because she’s just as much of a workaholic as I am, Sharmi answers quickly.

Will do.

I slide my phone back into my pocket and gaze at the painting on the wall. It’s one of Maura’s, of course—a warm, gold and ivory piece with a touch of pearlescent peach, made from smashed vintage coral beads. It fills me with a sense of deep peace.

Brinley and Peppermint can wait. I head back upstairs to see if Maura needs help getting out of the bath.

As it turns out, while I was busy answering emails, Maura got out of the bath and back into bed. She’s snoozing curled up on top of the covers with the lights on, a book in her hand. Exhaustion must have crept up on her. I fetch a spare blanket to drape over her, then crawl into bed beside her.

I rest my hand over Maura’s belly. Underneath, I think I feel the small flutter of our baby moving. It might still be too early for that, but I choose to believe it’s him or her saying hello. I know once we’re living through late nights of crying babies, I’ll miss this—the quiet of just me and my wife together in bed. Right now, though, I can’t wait. I want to meet our child and see the little person Maura and I made together.

Because I know they will be perfect.

Whatever happens next, with the baby, the gossip, Maura’s heart, my friends, I’m still glad this is where I ended up. With this woman in my bed, in my life, and in my arms.

~

To get an exclusive preview of what’s to come in book 4, Cocky Brutal Sinner, sign up for Lena’s Newsletter, sent in collaboration with The Toronto Tea!

Send any fan theories, general mail, or insider information to: peppermint@thetorontotea.com
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