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BY USA TODAY BESTSELLING Author, Lexy Timms.

Love like you’re never counting the cost.

Bethany Walker almost has the perfect life. With a billionaire boyfriend who adores her, she’s on the verge of being free of her scandalous past for good. But when her own parents plot their revenge against her, that once in a lifetime relationship with Kirk Sterling is in danger of falling apart. Her only hope is to finally uncover the truth about her parents and their dark past.    

After a lawsuit threatens to come between them, billionaire banker Kirk Sterling will do anything to win Bethany back. Even if that means reigniting the feud that’s plagued both their families all these years. Now, as he fights to save his relationship with Bethany before he loses her for good, he’s ready to burn his business empire to the ground to have her by his side.

As her family’s shocking secret is finally revealed, can Bethany and Kirk overcome the past and finally be together forever? Or will the war between their families destroy them once and for all?
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“Your father is suing us for one hundred million dollars. Each.”

Bethany Walker could hardly believe what she was hearing. One minute she had been overjoyed that her father would finally get out of jail. The next minute she was discovering that her own father intended to sue her. 

Her stomach twisted painfully as the meaning of Kirk’s words began to sink in. “He wants each of us to pay him one hundred million dollars?” That amount of money might have been chump change to her family during her childhood, but now she had no access to that kind of money. “Are you sure?”

Kirk handed her the paper in his hands. The same document that a young man sporting a bike helmet had given them moments earlier. At the time she hadn’t realized the young man had clearly been some kind of process server.

Hands shaking, she skimmed over the documents to make sure. It was a court summons. Demanding that she appear in court to defend herself against the lawsuit her own father had filed. “It says here that he’s suing us for defamation. And for pain and suffering. Plus, my mom is the other plaintiff in the case. Both of my parents are suing us.”

Mind reeling, she took a step back on shaky legs. Despite the tension within her family, the lawsuit had come completely out of left field. Especially since she had just gotten the good news about her father’s release from jail. Some of the charges against him were being dropped, and his lawyer was confident the remaining charges would soon be dropped as well.

The father she had fought to save was suing her. “I don’t understand,” she said, suddenly numb with shock. “When on earth did we defame them?”

Kirk glanced around the foyer of his mansion, his incredibly green eyes narrowing suspiciously. “The staff might overhear our conversation. We can’t talk out here.” 

“My brother is still on his way here,” she reminded him.

“I’ll have the butler and the security guards turn him away,” Kirk said. “You go into my office while I have a word with the staff about not letting your brother back on to the property.”

It felt wrong to have Kirk’s household staff face her brother. Wrong and impersonal. Though, now that she knew that her brother had betrayed their father, what choice did she have?

He headed towards the front door, and Bethany turned around to make her way to his home office. After several minutes Kirk stepped inside, shutting the door firmly behind him. 

“Security will find an excuse to give your brother. That way he won’t know that we’ve found out that he works for Damien Kemp.” He pulled his cell phone out of his jacket pocket and turned it off.

She gasped. “Do you think someone is listening in?” One of the cyber security officers at Sterling Investment Bank had tampered with Kirk’s devices, but from the report Kirk had shared with her earlier today it was clear that the bank’s lawyers had conducted a thorough investigation. Those lawyers had made certain that nobody could listen in on Kirk’s phone calls or conversations. 

“I don’t think anyone can hear us now that the bank’s legal and security teams have upgraded my devices,” he said. “But that process server showing up at my home with a summons doesn’t sit well with me. I’m not the easiest person to track down. Maybe this lawsuit is making me paranoid, but if someone is using my phone’s GPS to track me down I want to make it tough for them to find me while we talk about this.”

A chill slid across her skin. “Do you really think that someone might be tracking or following you through your phone?”

“Tracking or following us,” he said. “After everything we’ve been up against, I’m not taking any chances.”

“My parents wouldn’t do that,” she insisted. 

His lips curled with some barely contained emotion. No doubt anger and disgust were raging inside him. “Bethany, they’re suing us. I wouldn’t put anything past them.”

The accusation in his tone made her bristle with indignation. Those were her parents he was insulting. She crossed her arms and gave him a defiant stare. “Well, my phone is in the living room. Am I allowed to use it, or do I need to turn it off while I’m here? Since you’re so sure my parents are literally spying on us.”

“They’re suing us,” he repeated, his voice flat and cold. “At this point, defending them is a waste of your time.”

“There has to be some kind of misunderstanding,” she said.

He strode up to her, jaw clenched. “Don’t tell me you’re still trying to defend them. Still trying to protect them from the judgment they deserve.”

“I’m trying to figure things out without jumping to conclusions.” She held up the documents in her hand for emphasis. “The court summons says that my parents are coming after us for defamation. I don’t understand how that’s possible. I’ve never said anything bad about them publicly. Have you?”

“I haven’t, but Sterling Investment Bank executives definitely have,” he said. “Executives make statements on behalf of the bank. I’m the bank’s vice president. Which means that a good lawyer could rationalize that, in some ways, I am the bank. It would be easy enough to come after me as a senior bank representative. Especially since I’ve been in charge lately while my dad deals with his own legal problems.”

“But why would bank executives make public statements like that? Wouldn’t they know that they could be sued for doing that?”

“Of course they know,” he said. “Which is why everything they’ve ever said about your father has been true. Whenever the media has come out with a negative story about SIB, bank executives know the best way to push back is to bring up your father’s crimes.”

“You mean, they blame my father for the bank’s problems.” She could feel the frustration getting to her. If she didn’t try to stay calm her agitation would get the best of her, and giving in to her fears wasn’t going to solve anything right now.

“No,” he said firmly. “They remind the media that the bank has come a long way from your father’s corruption.”

Being reminded of her father’s alleged crimes stung. Mostly because this lawsuit was flooding her with an emotion she hadn’t felt in ages. Humiliation. After spending weeks fighting to get her father out of jail, he was suing her. And whenever Kirk had disparaged her father, she had always defended him. Now, the lawsuit was making her look like a naïve fool. 

“Your parents aren’t exactly saints,” she shot back.

“They haven’t spent ten years in prison, though.”

Her chin quivered and she turned away from him. His words cut so deeply that she pressed her palm to her chest, trying to withstand the pain. 

It was true that her father had spent all those years in prison. He had gone from being the CEO of one of the most successful banks in the world, to being a disgraced convict. As the head of the Livingston Bank, her father had maintained a life of privilege and luxury for their family. Until it all came crashing down around them.

After her father had been accused of embezzling millions of dollars from the bank, he’d been arrested on her seventeenth birthday. It had been the worst day of her life. Followed by what would become the worst decade of her life. Kirk had been the only bright spark since then. The only thing that had brought her back from the dark, empty, loneliness of being a public pariah.

Problem was, Kirk was a Sterling. It was the Sterlings who had uncovered her father’s alleged misdeeds. The Sterlings were upstarts who had forced a hostile takeover of the Livingston Bank and pushed her father out. However, forcing her father out of his position as CEO wasn’t enough for Kirk’s parents. To add insult to injury, the Sterlings had been the ones to turn her father in to the police for his crimes. The government had then seized her family’s assets, leaving them broke. Social outcasts.

What followed was a decade of her family spiraling down until they had all hit rock bottom. Her mother had become an alcoholic. Her brother could never keep a job for very long as he drifted aimlessly through life. Meanwhile, without her family’s wealth Bethany had gone into student loan debt to make her dream of becoming a fashion designer come true.

The only thing that had gotten her through those dark years had been her desire to put her family back together. To fix everything and make them all happy again. Well, that, and getting revenge on the Sterlings for ruining her life.

Meeting Kirk had changed her. Her anger at the Sterling family started to disappear as she had fallen for the handsome billionaire who protected her with everything he had. Even though Kirk was the heir to the financial empire that had belonged to her father, she cared for him with all her heart and soul. Which was why his words were so devastating to her. 

She walked towards the window, gazing out through the blinds. Outside, the grounds of the property were so peaceful. So calm and sprawling, grass and trees spreading out as far as the eye could see. 

Was this why her father was suing her? Because she was dating the man who had benefitted from the wealth her family had lost? 

“Bethany, I’m sorry,” he said quickly. “I shouldn’t have said that. Forgive me.”

She swallowed hard, trying to get rid of the lump forming in her throat. “Maybe you shouldn’t have said it but you still meant it, didn’t you?”

Silence. She heard his footsteps as he approached her. Felt his big strong hands on her shoulders. The warmth of his breath on her neck. Every part of her body just responded to him without any prompting. Right now she was quivering at his touch
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