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Chapter One

 


Charlotte

Kenneth was turning eighty.

A nice round number. The Talbot patriarch
had decided to have a party with those he considered family, of
which Charlotte Birch and her mother Grace were included.

As with so many events prior, all those
who’d been invited made their way to a secluded, almost mystical
location that Charlotte had long loved with all her heart.

Whispering Isle was a private island nestled
within Lake Ontario off the northern coast of New York state, only
accessible by boat or the private road and bridge. The beauty of
the location was added to by a couple of beautiful gardens and a
pair of hedge mazes, though only one was tall enough to disappear
in. The other would never grow above knee-height.

Talbot Hall itself was an intimidating
Gothic structure with twelve bedrooms, eleven full bathrooms, four
powder rooms, a ballroom, billiard room, a couple of offices, a
substantial library, a parlor, and the formal versions of rooms a
normal home would possess.

Charlotte had spent years’ worth of time
there and still hadn’t explored the entire floor plan. She doubted
she ever would given the sheer size of it and the multiple secret
passages that wove throughout. The only person she assumed knew
every square inch of it was Aiden.

Her stomach dropped and she fidgeted in her
seat. She’d done her best not to think about him, but the closer
they drew to the island, the more difficult it became.

Her mother noticed the squirming.

“Everything okay, sweetie?” she asked as
they approached the gate guard.

“Yeah.” Charlotte hadn’t done a great job of
removing the discomfort from her voice.

“It’ll be fine,” she said with a little sigh
of her own. “Everything’s going to be fine.”

Usually an optimistic individual, not even
Grace seemed capable of shaking the unease. While the pair loved
Kenneth and enjoyed spending time with him, his family remained
without equal, and they would all be there.

Unlike the Christmas party two years prior
where only half of the Talbots had been in attendance, none of them
would miss the patriarch’s birthday party.

Can’t risk being disinherited.

Kenneth had worked his whole life, which
paid off greatly in the end. The owner of two law firms that raked
in millions annually, his children and their children wanted for
nothing. Many would assume that’d make them less angry or spiteful,
but somehow all of them had grown up acting as though their family
money went back generations. The “children” truly did consider
themselves Blue Bloods.

Laura and Titus were easy enough for
Charlotte to avoid. Titus, Kenneth’s eldest son, tended to keep to
himself. He often said he was working, darting off to do whatever.
No one cared. Most preferred that the severe gentleman was
elsewhere.

Laura, on the other hand, clung to Kenneth
at strange intervals, making her difficult to get away from. Not
impossible, but trickier. She would vanish for the bulk of the day,
but when it came time to “be a family”, she was right at Kenneth’s
side showing what an incredible daughter-in-law she was.

Their son, Aiden, was the one Charlotte
dreaded the most.

Handsome, wealthy, intelligent, and one of
the sexiest men she’d ever met, Charlotte had made the mistake of
dating the guy. Their relationship up until that point had been
nothing more than sending barbs at one another, quick-witted
insults and the like, until Aiden revealed he’d been a
subscriber.

For nearly five years, Charlotte had built a
career around selling salacious pictures and videos on the
internet. She did what she could to keep her identity secret with a
seductive array of masks and like things, but Aiden, ever the
snooper, found evidence of who she was while going through her
things during one Christmas. What followed was a whirlwind of
fighting for dominance and sex. That’d somehow led to an
eleven-month relationship, which ended seven months prior to the
birthday party.

Charlotte hadn’t spoken to the man since the
break-up. She’d managed to feign illness in order to avoid the last
Christmas party, but that wouldn’t work a second time. Besides, she
couldn’t miss Kenneth’s birthday. He was a kind-hearted man and
through her late father, she’d known him all of her life. In many
ways, she looked at him like her own grandfather.

Charlotte suspected on multiple occasions
that her dad was the son Kenneth wanted.

Sophia, Aiden’s cousin and the only other
grandchild, would be the one to whom Charlotte would cling. They
got along well enough that whenever forced together for some kind
of celebration, they tended to stay close to keep their sanity.

Her parents were Richard, Kenneth’s youngest
son, and his wife Arabeth. Richard was a quiet man with an intense
stare, a sharp jaw that seemed permanently tightened and his back
so unbelievably straight that Charlotte suspected he wore a
brace.

Arabeth was no different. She was stunning
and terrifying at the same time. Slender in build with her dark
hair left in structured chaos, black eye shadow around her hazel
eyes and her lips glued together just like her husband’s, it was
clear she and Richard belonged together. They always wore the same
unimpressed scowl.

Charlotte couldn’t recall ever seeing either
of them genuinely smile.

The wrought iron gates opened when their
names were checked against the guest list, granting them access to
whatever hell was going to encompass the summer weekend.

They traveled along the gravel road, cutting
through the trees and over the sloping grounds toward the manor. It
was hard to ignore, being visible from nearly every point.

Turrets, weather vanes, cathedral-style
windows, towers, and everything else one would associate with a
Gothic manor met her eye. She’d always been in love with and a
little afraid of the house. In the right light, it looked haunted,
as though beasties and ghouls would creep out of the shadows, an
allure added to by the early morning fog that slithered up from the
surrounding lake.

Her mother pulled into a parking spot off to
the side.

Charlotte noted the lack of vehicles. It
didn’t seem as though much of the family had arrived. It helped her
breathe a little more easily.

“Okay, sweetie. Let’s go.” Charlotte knew
her mother tried to sound reassured, but in spite of her perpetual
cheerfulness, Grace was well aware of how stressful events with the
Talbots could be.

Retrieving their things from the trunk, the
pair approached the mansion, its imposing figure softened by the
midday sun glittering against the sloping roofs. In it, the
structure appeared more welcoming than usual, as though it would do
all it could to comfort her.

Grace knocked and entered through the
hand-carved door without waiting for any of the staff to
answer.

“Hello?” she called out.

The foyer was enormous, a grand expanse with
a checkered marble floor, richly colored wood paneling that ran
halfway up the walls, and portraits of the family hanging in ornate
frames. It was the sort of place one would think of when conjuring
an image of an old English manor.

The click of heels against a hard floor
echoed in the distance, brisk in their approach until revealing the
source.

Emerging through the doorway at the far end
of the foyer was Laura. Donning a brilliant pink pantsuit, her
white hair cut short and styled, and her round-frame glasses
securely in place, she approached the pair with a level of
determination disproportionate to their purpose being there.

“Grace, Charlotte, hi,” she said when she
reached them. She flashed an insincere smile. “It’s good you two
made it.” She patted Grace’s shoulder. “Dad will be glad you’re
here. Both of you.” She patted Charlotte’s shoulder, too. Her
expression and tone didn’t hide any of her discomfort with playing
a welcoming host. “Uh, well, Dad’s not here right now. So, just…”
She shifted in place and waved her hand as though presenting them
with the manor. “I’m sure you know where to go.”

Flashing another smile that held as much
warmth as a New York winter, Laura disappeared as quickly as she’d
arrived.

Grace glanced to her daughter and seemed to
share an unspoken confirmation before ascending the stairs to the
rooms they’d been assigned years prior.

“That was weird,” Charlotte mumbled.

“Oh, it wasn’t so bad. At least she’s
trying.”

“I know. That’s my point. It’s so much
weirder when she tries.”

Her mother smiled and shook her head.

Kenneth’s kids and their spouses were just
so waspy. Seeing them attempt pleasantries with anyone, even
members of their own family, was a bizarre thing to witness.

When they crested the stairs, they followed
the lavish carpet-runner down the wide hall, surrounded on either
side by the warm tones of more paneled walls. It was one of the few
times Charlotte felt comforted by so much wood and not suffocated
by it.

Charlotte broke off first and entered her
room, her mother’s suite next door.

A large bed, antique furniture, and an
en-suite bathroom greeted her as they always had. Nothing ever
changed in her room. Regardless of how entitled it sounded, she was
fairly certain she was the only one who’d ever slept in it.

Setting her things on the bed, she couldn’t
help glancing at the armoire. Images of Aiden emerging through the
false back flashed in her mind, filling her with excitement and
anxiety. She wasn’t looking forward to seeing him over the
weekend.

Breakups weren’t uncommon. They happened
every day and between people who’d been together a lot longer than
they were, but it was the uncertainty of their first interaction
after-the-fact that bothered her. Was it going to be contentious?
Were they going to act like it never happened?

She had no way of knowing and in that she
found her discomfort.

In a weak attempt to keep herself busy, to
keep her mind off things and wait until Kenneth returned home, she
decided to take some pictures of the property. So much of the
island was still in bloom from spring.

Photography had always been and would
continue to be her sanctuary.


Chapter Two

 


Sebastian

He navigated a road he didn’t know toward an
island he’d never visited behind the wheel of a car he’d never
driven. He preferred it. At that moment, he didn’t trust Aiden to
drive.

Sebastian glanced into the rearview mirror
while he traversed the narrow road. Aiden was slumped in his seat,
his head back against to headrest, lips parted while he let out
low, deep breaths.

He chuckled to himself and continued the
journey.

For whatever reason, Aiden had invited him
to a family event, and he couldn’t figure out why. They’d known one
another for several years and Sebastian had heard stories about the
other Talbots, but never assumed he would meet them. It appeared
he’d finally be able to put faces to names and stories.

A guard bunker came into view, a red-brick
building, squat in appearance with a shingled roof to protect the
one inside from the elements.

It stood sentry over the formidable wrought
iron gate latched closed to keep out the undesirables, and through
the wide window, Sebastian could see the man responsible for their
passage.

“It appears we have a gatekeeper,” Sebastian
said, breaking the silence with his British lilt.

Aiden groaned while he lifted his head,
peering out at the world from beneath heavy eyelids.

The nearer they drew, the more alert the
guard became until deciding to step out of the building and greet
the coming visitors.

Aiden sighed and rolled down his window, the
nearly black tint preventing anyone from having seen there was a
backseat passenger, let alone who it was.

Sebastian slowed to a crawl, then
stopped.

The guard opened his mouth, prepared to
demand pertinent information, but was silenced the moment the
window had been rolled down just far enough for him to see Aiden.
“Mr. Talbot,” the guard said with a nod.

The man himself remained silent.

Without another word, the gentleman
retreated to his station and pressed an invisible button as Aiden
relaxed into his seat once more. The gate parted, allowing the
serene landscape on the other side to greet Sebastian and beckon
him to enter.

He crept forward, soon crossing through the
threshold.

Gisele suddenly perked, pushing herself up
just far enough to be visible through the rearview mirror.

“What was that all about?” she asked, her
Spanish accent curling every syllable in a beautifully seductive
way.

“Don’t worry about it,” Aiden said,
threading his fingers through the hair at her crown. “We’re not
done yet.”

She giggled, flashing an incredible smile
while allowing him to guide her back down. She moaned, the sound
cut away the moment his dick slid into her mouth.

“Ah, fuck,” Aiden groaned, his head falling
back against the rest once more. “That’s it.”

Gisele had been sucking Aiden’s dick for the
better part of a half an hour, ever since he’d asked his friend to
drive. Sebastian didn’t mind. It was far from the first time either
of them had done something sexual in front of the other, and he
knew it wouldn’t be the last.

The two in the backseat had become more
exuberant by the time Sebastian stumbled across the house. He
cocked an eyebrow at it. The structure looked like something pulled
right out of a Stoker novel and he quite liked it.

Parking, Sebastian stepped out of the
vehicle and stretched to relieve the ache of his lower back.

“There you go,” Aiden grumbled. “Fuck, take
it deep.”

He glanced down through the inches-wide
crack in the back window. Aiden was gripping her hair tight,
bunching it in his fists while he bobbed her up and down his shaft.
Gisele continued to moan and sigh, to narrate her delight with the
situation, too.

Sebastian turned his gaze on the property,
scanning the expansive green lawn, the towering pine trees
throughout, and a young woman. He paused.

She was wandering along a walking path with
a camera in hand, lining up shots of beautiful flowering bushes,
the bees that seemed to be hovering around them, and a few of the
birds that darted through the trees. She couldn’t have been doing
less, yet he continued staring.

A pair of shorts allowed him to admire her
legs, her calves defined enough to hint at her wearing heels often,
and her thighs were thick. Her shirt was a simple tee, but
oversized, and still it worked. Thick, wavy, shoulder-length hair
wafted in the gentle breeze, forcing her to run her fingers through
her locks and draw them back, revealing a lovely face.

Sebastian cocked a brow, his head lolling to
the side while he inspected her. Thoughts, each more salacious than
the last, danced around inside his head, fueled by the sounds of
passion coming from the open window less than two feet from
him.

Perhaps I can have a bit of fun this weekend
as well.

“Fuck, I’m coming.”

Sebastian glanced at the two and caught the
young man’s eye. Aiden didn’t look away as he drove Gisele down,
grunting with each pass. The Englishman smirked at his friend and
even reached through the window, just able to manage. He slid his
fingers through Aiden’s hair and gripped the mass at the crown.
With little more than a wink, he yanked it.

Aiden let out a satisfied growl, driving
deep into Gisele’s mouth until everything hit a climax. He threw
his head back with a triumphant, trembling groan escaping him. He
breathed heavily through his nose while he let it wash over him
until, a moment later, he relaxed with a sigh.

Sebastian removed his hand and slid it into
his pocket, fixing his halfhearted erection to keep it at bay. He
would satiate it later, perhaps with the help of the lovely
stranger with the camera.

Gisele sat up and back on her original side
of the car. She removed a compact from her purse to give herself a
once over.

Sebastian stepped aside so Aiden could
emerge from the backseat with his pants still undone.

“Like the show?” he asked.

Sebastian kept the smirk, again raising a
single brow.

Aiden grabbed his dick and gave it a stroke.
“Wanna give it a go?”

Tempting.

“You wouldn’t survive it.”

He chuckled once more and winked at the
Englishman while he shoved himself into his trousers.

Mr. Talbot wasn’t bi, but Sebastian was, and
when he needed that particular desire satisfied, Aiden had been the
one to oblige. It was a privacy issue, really. Sebastian couldn’t
risk certain things getting back to his family, and Aiden was
very accommodating.

Truth be told, given how much he seemed to
enjoy their time together as well, Sebastian often wondered if his
friend’s preferences were a little more blurred than even he
realized.

“What’re you looking at, anyway?” Aiden
asked, turning his gaze outward.

Before he had the chance to answer,
Sebastian noticed a strange expression twist his friend’s face.

“Something the matter?” he asked with a
calculated tone.

Aiden, still trained on the young woman in
the distance, muttered in response. “No, it’s fine.” Clearing his
throat, he glanced at the party. “We should head inside.”

They gathered their things and did just
that, making their way into the manor which had been as impressive
inside as it’d been outside.

He wondered what he was in store for. While
Aiden made no secret that he’d invited the pair to shield against
his family, Sebastian was curious as to what sort of shield
he and Gisele were supposed to be.

Perhaps the stranger outside had been one
reason?

A smile curled his lips. Intrigued, he
couldn’t help hoping he got to meet her soon.

****

Aiden

Aiden continued thinking of Charlotte while
he settled in his room. He’d thought they’d gotten to the island
early enough for him to get his legs under him first, but he’d been
wrong. Worse yet, the orgasm barely helped. It was as though she’d
wiped it away just by being there.

She cut her hair.

The last time he’d seen her, her hair had
been long and luscious, reaching her elbows with ease. She’d cut so
much off that it brushed her shoulders and chin, making the naughty
temptress appear far more innocent than he knew her to be.

It looked good. She looked good.

After the breakup, he’d done his best to
keep his distance, even going so far as to end the subscription to
her site, which he’d had long before he knew it was Charlotte he’d
been subscribed to.

Images of her dressed as alter ego Carmen
flashed in his head, an inadvertent response to the memories he
would never be rid of. His favorite remained her sitting in black
lingerie on the center of a bed, her back arched just right, her
head back as well and lips parted. Her hair tumbled to the mattress
with thick curls and through the black-lace mask that shielded her
face, her neon green eyes glowed.

Aiden shuddered and tried to shake the
lingering desire away. It wouldn’t work. It never did.

While he changed in the bathroom, he
couldn’t help glancing at himself in a mirror. He looked the same.
The only new addition had been the short beard he’d grown, an
attempt to take on a rugged appearance. He’d succeeded. Aiden had
to admit, he’d fuck him if given the chance.

Threading his arms through his shirt, a
shadow crept into the corner of his vision. He turned to spot
Gisele.

A tall, slender woman, she smiled at him
with full pink lips. Hazel-green eyes shined, long black hair fell
around her stunning face, and her lacey underwear showed off every
inch of her perfect body. She was, without a doubt, a Spanish
goddess.

“That what you’re planning to wear?” he
asked with a joking tone.

They didn’t share a room, which meant she’d
walked from hers down the hall in nothing but her underwear just to
show him. He didn’t mind in the least.

“Maybe,” she said, her delicate accent
making the hair on the back of his neck stand on end.

They’d known one another for a while, having
met at a party in New York while she was working. She was fun,
kind, and always up for a good time, so when he’d asked if she’d be
there to help run interference with his folks, she agreed.

She glided across the tile floor, looking
every bit the runway model she was when she reached him. Snaking
her arms around his waist, she allowed her head to fall to the side
as she stared him in the eye.

He held her hips, allowing her to tease his
lips, though ready to withdraw if the need should arise. Kisses
weren’t part of their agreement. They weren’t part of his agreement
with anyone. Aiden reserved kissing for those he deemed important
to him, people he actually dared to care about.

As much as he liked Gisele, she didn’t meet
that criterion.

A chill trickled down his spine, which he
shoved away in favor of ignoring the images he’d inadvertently
conjured, but it had taken him out of the mood.

“We should probably get ready,” he said.

She mocked a pout. “Okay,” she replied. “But
I still expect you to make it up to me.”

He chuckled and smiled. “You got it.”

She winked and with a level of ease he’d
witnessed on a dozen runways before, she sauntered away, allowing
him to get dressed.

Aiden went back to his shirt, tugging it on
and straightening the soft fabric, staring at his reflection again.
He had to get his head in the game. He had to make Charlotte think
he didn’t care that they’d broken up.

It was nothing more than a stupid attempt to
keep the control he knew he wouldn’t have, but he’d fight to fake
it. Truth was, he was terrified to see her again.

Seriously thought she’d come back to me by
now. Damn.
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