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  To those who think the feeling of love is crystal clear, remember that muddy water awaits you.
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Thank you for picking up Story Times (Smashed Beauty Series Book 2). Before continuing, please stop and read Buddy Reads (Smashed Beauty Series Book 1) as the storylines are interconnected. I do not recommend reading the books in this series out of order.

As much as I like to believe that this book is a steamy contemporary romance, the plot gets dark in this book. Please read responsibly. Here are the trigger warnings to watch out for before starting my book:


	Burns

	Fire

	Kidnapping

	Stockholm Syndrome

	Murder

	Suicide

	Emotional Abuse

	Physical Abuse

	Manipulation

	Defamation

	Explicit Sexual Content (only for adults 18+)
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Somu




Jeet drives us to the hospital and drops us off at the emergency room entrance. He heads off to park the car. I lead Shaan through the automatic doors. I never imagined someone could rely on me to make things right, but the way Shaan looks at me—I can see how broken he is inside. I know I’ll have to handle everything, whether the patient is Izzy or Disha.

I check in with the nurse, who directs us to the burn unit. They must have moved the patient there because of the severity.

“Please follow the signs to the burns unit,” she says.

Shaan and I hurry down the corridor. When we explain the incident, the staff directs us to the operating unit down the hallway. A few people recognize Shaan as we pass, so he grabs the cap off my head and puts it on to hide his face. They ask us to wait outside as the red light above the operating room blinks.

Thirty minutes later, Jeet finds us inside the burn unit. A medical assistant approaches to collect information. She asks Shaan for the patient’s name, but he looks at me, confused. I tell her it could be Disha or Izzy. She looks at me like I’m crazy. Jeet steps in and explains that we don’t know who’s inside yet, but we’ll take full financial responsibility for anyone brought in from the fire. The assistant nods and walks away.

The light above the operating room switches off. We wait anxiously for the doctors to come out with more information.

Dr. Garcia, a burn unit specialist, approaches with a stack of papers. He hands one information sheet to Shaan and another to me. He looks for a third copy but doesn’t have one.

“I’m fine,” says Jeet.

Dr. Garcia nods and begins to explain.

“The patient has suffered severe third-degree burns. The flames reached the lower part of her face, which is now charred. Her lower face sustained the most damage. We also found burns on one shoulder and both hands.”

“No,” Shaan cries. “Not the face. Anything but her face.” He sobs.

Shaan had facial deformities in the past and underwent several plastic surgeries to regain a normal appearance. His reaction terrifies me—my heart pounds in my chest.

“Can you explain the extent of the damage?” I ask.

“The third-degree burns destroyed the first three layers of skin, as well as some of the fatty tissue and nerve endings beneath. The injury came from above,” Dr. Garcia explains.

“From above?” Jeet asks.

“Something fell on her from above, covered in flames. It struck her lower face, left cheek, and shoulder. She likely used her hands to push it off, which explains the burns there.”

“So what now? How is she doing?” I ask.

“She’s alive. The object didn’t kill her,” Dr. Garcia says.

“How can we help her recover?” I ask.

“We’ve cleaned the burns, removing dead skin and tissue from the epidermis, dermis, and hypodermis. We’ve applied antibiotic ointment to prevent infection and bandaged the wounds. She’s receiving IV fluids to restore lost electrolytes and is on pain medication.”

“What about surgery? The scarring? The discoloration?” Shaan asks.

“We can’t operate until the wounds begin to heal. Right now, the tissue needs time to regenerate.”

“Will she have a scar?” Shaan presses.

“Mr. Mahajan, scarring is the body’s natural way of healing. It closes the wound but usually leaves a mark. Some scars fade in days, others take weeks or even years.”

“How can we help them fade faster?” I ask.

“Once the wounds heal, we can explore skin grafts or reconstructive surgery.”

I glance at Shaan. He nods—finally, a flicker of hope in his eyes. He sees that there are options, that things can get better.

“I’m only asking because she’s a woman,” I clarify.

“Yes, and it will be difficult for her to cope with that,” Dr. Garcia replies. “But let’s be thankful the fire didn’t take her life or damage her internal organs. If that object had fallen on her chest or abdomen, we’d be having a very different conversation right now.”

He taps Shaan’s shoulder, trying to reassure him that things aren’t as bad as they could have been. I put my arm around Shaan’s shoulders to comfort him. He leans into me and completely breaks down.

“Doctor, can we see her?” Jeet asks. “We still need to identify who she is.”

“Sure. In a few minutes, we’ll transfer the patient to her room,” Dr. Garcia says, then walks past us down the hallway.

“I have one more question,” I say, and he stops, turning to face me.

“Where’s the other woman who came in with the patient?”

He looks confused.

“There was another woman in or near the cabin. Can you tell us where she is?” I rephrase.

A nurse walks in from the nurse’s station, having overheard.

“She was the only woman brought in by your security team. The rest were men,” the nurse says.

A wave of panic crashes over me. I can’t wait any longer. I push my way into the operating room where the burn team is still working. Shaan follows, and we ignore the nurses calling after us. Jeet uses his strength to block them from reaching us.

As I crack the door open, I see the medical team gathered around the patient, forming a tight circle that obstructs our view. Shaan and I can only see her hands.

“Move away from her. I need to see her,” I shout.

No one reacts. They continue bandaging her.

I turn to Shaan. I need his help. As a celebrity villain, one scream from him could scatter these people like ants. But he just stands there like a ghost, pale and frozen, staring at the patient’s left hand.

“For the love of God, help me, Shaan!”

The nurses push us out and shut the door. I can’t believe he didn’t do anything. He was supposed to be terrifying—that’s the one thing he’s always been good at. And he just stood there.

“What’s the fucking use of you being a villain?” I snap. “You ruined our chance to find out who’s inside. Dumbass!”

“She didn’t have a ring,” he mutters.

“Who cares about a ring?”

“Izzy wore our engagement ring. Disha hasn’t worn a ring since she divorced Aryan.” His voice breaks. “That bastard burned our Disha.”

My heart sinks. The walls close in. It feels like someone punched me in the gut. Maybe I secretly hoped the woman inside was Izzy. Maybe I believed Aryan would go easy on Disha. He loved her once. How could he do this to her?

He burned her alive.

I back against the wall, trying to steady myself, but my legs give out. I slide to the floor, numb, dazed.

“My Disha.”
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Shaan




Every time, Disha ends up paying the price for something I do. I hate this. I hate myself for letting it happen. This is exactly why I didn’t want Izzy involved. She had good intentions—she just wanted to get Disha out of a terrible marriage—but, as always, she underestimated people. She doesn’t understand that people can do stupid things out of love… and out of spite.

Where the hell is Izzy so I can give her a piece of my mind? I wanted to tell her how wrong she was about this. No matter how much security she had in place, Aryan was always going to get to Disha. He’s like a pest—impossible to get rid of completely. I hate him so much.

Somu’s world just shattered. He never imagined Disha would end up like this. It’s the first time I’ve ever seen him tear up. I sit down beside him on the floor. A small crowd forms around us after Somu’s breakdown. Some people recognize me.

“You’re Shaan—the villain, right?” asks a family member of another patient.

I nod.

Jeet loses it.

“As you can see, we’re not having a party here. This is a private family moment. Would you mind your business and leave us alone?” he snaps.

His outburst breaks the crowd into smaller groups. They’re not gone, but at least they’re no longer crowding us.

It takes everything in me to meet Somu’s eyes again. I feel his pain.

“I’m sorry it was Disha,” I say. “I know what you’re thinking—that this is all Izzy’s fault, and it should’ve been her. Or me. Just not Disha. If I had a choice, I’d give up my face again to save her.”

“I know you would, Shaan. I’m not angry at you or Izzy. I’m just angry at myself. I don’t know why I left her alone and went into the woods with you. I should have protected her.”

“You didn’t leave her alone. She had Izzy with her. We had security.”

“Shaan… where is Izzy?”

“I don’t know. She’s probably hiding from me—she knows the consequences of her actions.”

“We need to talk to her.”

“No, we don’t. I’m too angry, and she can’t see me like that again. Do you remember the last time? She was hiding under the staircase.”

He nods. Jeet returns, having searched the hospital for Izzy.

“I can’t find Izzy anywhere,” he mutters, then quickly gets on the phone with the security team.

“A bodyguard—he was shot while protecting Izzy and Disha—said he saw someone drag Izzy into a van. It looked like a forest ranger vehicle,” Jeet says.

“Then call them,” I order.

He immediately dials again.

“We were near the redwoods. Of course forest rangers showed up because of the fire,” Somu says. “Izzy must be safe.”

But I see the look in his eyes. His hopeful words don’t match what he’s really thinking.

“You and I both know a forest ranger didn’t shoot our bodyguard. That van was a disguise. They came to take Izzy.”

Somu nods. He doesn’t know how to console me anymore—but at least he stops trying.

“I’ll kill that son of a bitch if he lays a hand on my Izzy,” I shout, rising to my feet and marching toward the door.

Just then, the medical staff wheels out a stretcher. It’s Disha. She’s being moved to her room. She’s still unconscious. I want to storm out and do something reckless—but my feet stay rooted to the ground. I need to be here. For Disha.

Her face is covered in white gauze and bandages. Only her eyes are visible. I reach for her hand, but she doesn’t respond.

Jeet places a hand on my shoulder.

“We’ll take our revenge, Shaan. But not now. Right now, Disha needs you. Please, give me some time. I’ll find Izzy. I’m on it. Nothing will happen to her.”

“I love her, Jeet. I can’t let anything happen to Izzy.”

“I know.”




An hour later, Disha opens her eyes. They scan the room and stop on Somu’s face. I take a step closer so she can see me too. She moves her hand, reaching out to Somu. He places his hand gently over hers and leans forward.

“I’m here, Disha. Are you okay?” he asks.

She nods, then suddenly screams in pain.

“Ishan,” she says.

I step forward again. “I’m here, Disha.”

“I pushed Izzy out of the way. The wooden rod on fire was about to fall on her, but it didn’t touch her,” she says.

That must have been the object that fell on Disha from above.

“Do you know what happened to her afterward?” Somu asks.

She shakes her head.

“How did the fire start?” I ask.

She says nothing.

“Disha, the police will ask you the same question,” I add gently.

“Izzy and I were trying to light the candles. When we lit a match, the fire spread instantly. The cabin smelled strange.”

“Gasoline,” Jeet interjects. “Both the police and fire department reports mention a gasoline leak inside the cabin.”

“So it wasn’t an accident,” Somu adds. “Whoever did this meant to harm you.”

“Why were you lighting candles?” I ask.

“Because it was my birthday,” says Somu. “Disha remembered.”

She nods.

“Disha had ordered a cake to be delivered to the cabin,” Jeet says. “The delivery man was the one who called the fire department and the police.”

“What happened to the bodyguards?”

“Except for three, the rest went with us into the woods. Izzy always believed you’d be the main target, Shaan. That’s why she sent me too,” Jeet explains.

“So three highly trained bodyguards couldn’t protect them?” I ask, frustrated.

“One was shot. The other two tried to pull them out of the fire. They’re all in this hospital right now,” Jeet responds.

“Where is Izzy?”

Disha shakes her head and starts to cry.

My heart races. I know someone took Izzy intentionally. And if they hurt her… they’re going to see a side of me no one’s ever seen.
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Izzy




A forest ranger put something over my nose, and I went unconscious for hours. I thought he was trying to save me when he helped me out of the cabin. I tried to tell him that Disha was still inside and that he needed to help her.

Now, even though I’m conscious, I can’t see anything. My hands are tied behind my back, a blindfold covers my eyes, and something is stuffed into my mouth. I can’t speak or see, but I can feel the movement beneath me—I’m inside a car, and he’s driving me somewhere. I hear the road humming in the background.

The car stops, and I hear a beep. Then, it moves again slowly.

He takes me out of the car and pushes me up four steps. I count them: four. We walk some more, and then I hear a door shut behind me. I’m scared. I don’t know what’s happening. I wonder if these people have gotten to Shaan. I hope he’s safe. I’m worried sick about Disha—the fire had touched her hands. I remember hearing the firetruck before the forest ranger reached me.

“How are you, darling?” asks a voice.

This is not Shaan’s voice. Who the hell dares to call me darling?

I try to fight off the hands touching me.

“Release her,” the voice says.

I relax a little—maybe they’re untying me. I wait for someone to remove my blindfold. Someone pulls out the cloth stuffed in my mouth, and I can speak again.

“Who the hell are you to call me darling?”

They remove my blindfold, and I open my eyes. I still see dark circles, but the bright sun streaming through the window makes me squint. I shield my eyes. A man in designer shoes steps forward and shuts the blinds.

I pull my hands free and open my eyes again. As my vision adjusts, I look around the room. My eyes lock with his—and for a moment, everything stops. He goes pale, like he’s seen a ghost.

“You?” he says.

“Yes, Aryan. It’s me—Izzy.”

He closes his eyes in disbelief and wipes the sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. He signals to a man beside him, and that man puts the blindfold back over my eyes.

But this time, he does a horrible job. I can see the floor through a gap. I watch Aryan’s polished black designer shoes pacing back and forth across the room.

“Shaan will kill you if anything happens to me,” I warn him, reminding him who my fiance is.

Now he is pacing faster, back and forth. It’s fucking annoying.

“Let me give you some advice. Put me back where you picked me up, Aryan.”

“I can’t,” he shouts. “That entire cottage burned down.”

My heart sinks. Oh my God, what about Disha? She was in that cottage the last time I saw her.

“I can’t believe you tried to kill your ex-wife. You’re a monster, you piece of shit.”

“Shut up,” he says and marches out of the room. The two men tie my hands again. They don’t stuff the cloth in my mouth this time. So Aryan has me in a place where I can scream my lungs out and no one would fucking hear me. I see.

Looks like I’m officially kidnapped.

I hear Aryan shouting, but I can’t understand his words through the closed door.

An hour later, the black designer shoes return. The shoelace on his left foot is still untied—just like the last time I saw him. If I could, I’d step on that shoelace so this motherfucker would fall flat on his face trying to take a step forward.

I try to move toward him, but something’s tying me down. I can’t move my waist. I’m stuck.

The designer shoes circle me, and I feel his hands untying whatever is holding me in place. The two men remove my blindfold again. Aryan looks more composed than before. In just one hour, his entire demeanor has shifted. This time, he unties my hands himself—no assistance.

He signals for his men to leave the room.

That freaks me out. Why did he send them away? I felt safer when they were here.

The door shuts behind them.

My heart pounds in my chest. I don’t know what I’ll do if he tries to touch me. I really should’ve taken those self-defense classes. Bummer.

He steps closer, making me nervous. His finger slides under my chin, tilting my face up to meet his eyes.

“Aryan, if you try to touch me inappropriately, it won’t be good?”

“Why the fuck do you white women think everything is always about sex? I don’t want you, Izzy. I won’t rape you. I’m Aryan Bajaj, remember. You’re beautiful, but not more than my wife.”

“Ex-wife,” I correct him. “Unless you remarried someone else.”

He scrunches his face and takes a step back from me.

“I can send you back to Shaan—if he sends Disha here.”

“Never.”

He places his finger under my chin again.

“What did you say?”

“Over my dead body. If I have to be here forever, fine. I can live with that. But I will never ask Shaan to send Disha back to you.”

“You hate me that much. I see.”

“I remember every detail of how you married her.”

“I offered her a deal, and she took it.”

“She loved Somu. You took him away from her.”

“He was an idiot. He lost her to me.”

I shake my head in disbelief. It’s like arguing with a wall. No matter what I say, he just doesn’t get it.

“You can go now,” I tell him. “I’m done talking to you.”

“I’ll go when I want to go, Izzy. Don’t forget—I’m in charge here.”

Is he trying to convince me, or himself?

He could have hurt me, but he didn’t. So I take a leap of faith and assume Aryan Bajaj needs me for something.

Aryan never does anything without a purpose. He’s evil, that’s for sure, but he’s also calculated. Unlike Shaan, he doesn’t act out of rage. There’s a cold calmness in him. He doesn’t let his temper control him.

But I know he’s angry—really angry. I can feel it. His men seem afraid of him.

Something happened while they were bringing me here.
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Aryan




American criminals are a joke. No matter how much you pay them, you can never trust them fully. These morons brought Izzy instead of Disha. Granted, Disha has lighter skin, but how on earth do you get a white woman instead of an Indian one?

I beat the shit out of him for bringing the wrong person. His excuse was that Disha was wearing a pink cardigan and Izzy wasn’t. He picked up the woman with the pink cardigan, which I confirmed was Disha, from an earlier photo when she was on the swings. The fucker didn’t memorize her face like he was supposed to. Idiot.

I don’t know how the fire spread—except that it wasn’t part of my plan. Now, I have no one on the inside to tell me what happened. I’m worried sick about Disha. The last update I got was from the moron who brought Izzy. He said Disha was fighting the fire with her bare hands. He also mentioned the fire truck was pulling in.

I hope she only suffered minor injuries on her hands.

I left Izzy in the room because I didn’t have the energy to argue with her. Shaan has brainwashed her against me. No matter what I say, she refuses to tell me anything about Disha. She even agreed to stay here as my captive if it meant keeping Disha away from me.

Mohan walks into my room. He’s my right-hand man. His father worked for my father, and now he works for me. He’s the only person I can trust blindly with both my business and my personal life.

“I tried calling the hospitals for information,” he says. “Unfortunately, Shaan’s celebrity status is getting in the way. I have nothing on Disha. According to the fire department, no one died. Aryan, she’s alive.”

“I want to know her condition. I didn’t come to America just to go back without her.”

I know Disha and I had our issues, but we’ll work it out. Every married couple faces problems. She’s still my wife. Well… she was—until she sent me the divorce papers and vanished from my life without warning.

The only way I could find her was to sign those papers. I knew she’d come out of hiding if the divorce was finalized. I made a choice. I’d rather know where she is—even if it means she’s staying at her brother Shaan’s place after the divorce.

“I love her,” I admit to Mohan. “I love her more than I’ve ever loved any woman—including my mother.”

“I know what she means to you,” Mohan replies. “You loved her even before you met her.”

I gasp. My stomach churns at the thought of losing her. Mohan places a hand on my shoulder, reassuring me we’ll find her—and that nothing will happen to her.

It can’t. Right?

In disbelief, I march up to my bedroom. I pull the cover off the most beautiful painting I own—of Disha. My Disha.

Mohan follows me quietly, standing behind me as I admire her face.

“What if I lose her forever?” I whisper.

The thought grips my heart with pain. I could go without food for days, but not without seeing Disha’s face. I need to see her, even if she’s not physically here.

“It took you two years to find her,” Mohan says. “The day you showed me Disha for the first time, I knew you’d do anything to marry her.”

“You called her bhabhi (sister-in-law) from the first time you saw her.”

He nods.

“Because I knew, eventually, you would end up with her.”

He hugs me, and I close my eyes in his embrace and sob.

“You won’t lose her,” he reminds me, “because Aryan Bajaj never loses.”

I step back from him and try to regain my composure. He looks into my eyes. I don’t think I have the same confidence as before. Things have changed between Disha and me. Marriage does that to people—it takes a toll on a beautiful relationship.

“I don’t know what I did wrong,” I say. “When I married Disha, I promised to give her everything: my name, money, fame, and heart. I never cheated on her. I never hit her. I kept her safe. I loved her so fucking much.”

“I know you did.”

“Then why did she run away? People act like I abused her, like I tied her up and beat her. I didn’t do any of that.”

He nods sincerely.

“I just loved her,” I continue. “Loved her more than my heart ever thought it could love someone.”

He grabs a bottle of water from the mini refrigerator in my room and hands it to me. I take it and gulp it down.

“So, what do you want to do with Izzy?” he asks.

“Mohan, I don’t know what to do with her. I was going to call Shaan and offer to trade her for Disha.”

“Don’t do that—not for a few days,” he suggests. “The police and media are swarming around them. If you act now, they’ll blame you for burning down the cottage, just like they blamed you for the divorce. We can’t afford another hit to your reputation. It affects our stock prices.”

“I don’t care about money.”

“Think about the workers and their families who rely on your business to put food on their tables. What’s their fault? Should they suffer just because they work for you?”

I stay silent. He makes sense.

“You’re not just some heartbroken husband,” he says. “You’re Aryan Bajaj. Your name carries weight. Thousands of people depend on that name. When you take a hit, they all take a hit.”

“I understand,” I mutter. “My grandfather built this business from scratch. My father expanded it into new markets and products. I won’t be the one to burn it all to the ground.”

He taps my back, a gesture of pride and reassurance.

“For now, let’s keep Izzy comfortable. I don’t like having her tied up.”

“Give me a couple of hours,” he says, “to get the security and cameras set up. Once everything’s in place, Izzy can move freely around the house.”

I trust Mohan, so I give him the time he needs. I just don’t know what I’m going to do with Izzy once she’s roaming around this place.
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Disha


They discharge me from the hospital after two days of monitoring. I still have wounds and burn marks on my skin. Shaan is worried sick about Izzy—she’s been missing for forty-eight hours. The police have finally registered a missing person report.

Shaan pushes my wheelchair as we enter his California home. He acts strong in front of me, but I know how broken he feels.

“I’ll settle her in her room,” says Jeet.

There are no bedrooms downstairs in this big house. My eyes search for Somu—I haven’t seen him since the other day. Maybe I look so horrible now that he doesn’t want to see me. I wouldn’t blame him if that were the case.

“Disha, I’m going to carry you up the stairs, okay?” Jeet asks.

I nod.

“It’s okay. I got her,” says Somu from behind as he enters the house.

I recognize his voice immediately. A smile spreads across my face, and I try to hide it.

“Sure. That would be a big help,” Jeet says.

Somu comes around and faces me. Our eyes lock for a brief second. He leans in, and my breath turns shallow. One hand slides under my legs, the other behind my back. He lifts me easily and carries me up the stairs. His scent—sage and fresh rain—wraps around me. My cheek rests against his chest, and a swarm of butterflies stirs in my stomach.

“It’s the second




































































OEBPS/7c99d4cb94a46d34547a6e7aa354039253f65d8d_smallRaw.jpg
DHARA SHAH





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    
      Contents
    


    
    
      		
        Content & Trigger Warnings
        
      


    
      		
        Chapter One
        
      


    
      		
        Chapter Two
        
      


    
      		
        Chapter Three
        
      


    
      		
        Chapter Four
        
      


    
      		
        Chapter Five
        
      


    
      		
        Chapter Six
        
      


    
      		
        Chapter Seven
        
      


    
      		
        Chapter Eight
        
      


    
      		
        Chapter Nine
        
      


    
      		
        Chapter Ten
        
      


    
      		
        Chapter Eleven
        
      


    
      		
        Chapter Twelve
        
      


    
      		
        Chapter Thirteen
        
      


    
      		
        Chapter Fourteen
        
      


    
      		
        Chapter Fifteen
        
      


    
      		
        Chapter Sixteen
        
      


    
      		
        Chapter Seventeen
        
      


    
      		
        Chapter Eighteen
        
      


    
      		
        Chapter Nineteen
        
      


    
      		
        Chapter Twenty
        
      


    
      		
        Chapter Twenty-One
        
      


    
      		
        Chapter Twenty-Two
        
      


    
      		
        Chapter Twenty-Three
        
      


    
      		
        Chapter Twenty-Four
        
      


    
      		
        Chapter Twenty-Five
        
      


    
      		
        Chapter Twenty-Six
        
      


    
      		
        Chapter Twenty-Seven
        
      


    
      		
        Chapter Twenty-Eight
        
      


    
      		
        Chapter Twenty-Nine
        
      


    
      		
        Chapter Thirty
        
      


    
      		
        Chapter Thirty-One
        
      


    
      		
        Chapter Thirty-Two
        
      


    
      		
        Chapter Thirty-Three
        
      


    
      		
        Chapter Thirty-Four
        
      


    
      		
        Chapter Thirty-Five
        
      


    
      		
        Chapter Thirty-Six
        
      


    
      		
        Chapter Thirty-Seven
        
      


    
      		
        Chapter Thirty-Eight
        
      


    
      		
        Author’s Note
        
      


    
      		
        Other Books By Dhara Shah
        
      


    
      		
        About the Author
        
      


    
    



  













