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  To Lillie, who inspires my creativity.







  
    
      Oh why rebuke you him that loves you so? 

Lay breath so bitter on your bitter foe.

I will not trust you, I,

Nor longer stay in your curst company.

Your hands than mine are quicker for a fray,

My legs are longer though, to run away.


    

    
      William Shakespeare,

A Midsummer Night’s Dream
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  Foreword



This story has themes that may be triggering for some readers. It explores issues such as emotional and sexual abuse. If you or someone you know is experiencing these issues, please seek help. 

National Sexual Assault Hotline RAINN: 800-565-HOPE










  
  
  Day One

  
  











  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




Judith

The roaring engine of Justin’s Camaro drove all thoughts from Judith’s mind as they sped down the lonely highway. He held her hand in his. His eyes clung to her. With the windows down, it reminded her of their first date. The warm late-June morning breeze was gentle. The sunlight blazed into her eyes, making her wish she wore sunglasses. They didn’t speak, which was a relief. Judith couldn’t fake being happy today like she usually did and, of course, she knew why.

They were heading out to check on their custom home, which was nearly dried in. Construction was about to begin on the interior. A ranch-style house with a full basement, four bedrooms, three bathrooms and a spacious open-concept great room with spectacular windows. Justin might be cheap with food and entertainment, but he was going all out for his dream home.

The house was off a country road, five miles from his mom, so it wasn’t too far from work and family. The land had skyrocketed in value since he bought it with money he inherited after his dad’s death fifteen years ago. Justin was smart with money and with nearly everything else. He really was the perfect guy, Judith thought sadly.

They pulled into the gravel driveway. Judith stared at the sheathed wooden structure with massive holes waiting for windows and doors. It stood there, a beautiful prison, a gilded cage.

Justin strode around, opened her door and held out his hand.

“Exciting, isn’t it?”

Justin warmed her with his iceberg-melting smile. Judith shivered, nodding in agreement. She wasn’t excited in the least. But this had been the primary topic of discussion for months. A safe topic. She should be happy to have something to share with her boyfriend.

The building contractor came out to meet them and nodded hello. The older gentleman smiled at Justin, who towered over him. Justin intimidated everyone he met. He was gorgeous, charismatic and outgoing. Said it was all because of her. When Judith met Justin, he was shy and had poor self-esteem. Her love had changed him. If only his love could change her. She needed change desperately.

They followed the contractor through the house as he pointed out various concerns. Justin spoke knowledgeably about the construction. He was the smartest person she had ever met. The two men went downstairs to discuss HVAC and electrical. Judith wandered out the back door. 

The country landscape stretched as far as the eye could see. Tall grass spread like a blanket. Scattered cottonwood trees broke up the undulating pattern. This was Utah—high desert—hot in summer, freezing in winter.

Judith hated Utah. It had once been her biggest goal in life to get the hell out of this state. Travel the world. How had she settled for Justin? He would never move. Didn’t even want to travel. He was a tried-and-true homebody.

Traipsing across the field, parting the tall grass up to her knees, Judith wandered to a tree looming, tall and majestic, but upon closer inspection, dead and rotted. A trunk and limbs, but no leaves. How did it still stand upright? Why hadn’t it fallen over?

Judith picked at the crumbling bark and stared at the ground where it had shed pieces of itself for years. Kissed the trunk. She was like this tree—dead on the inside but still standing due to some miraculous form of survival. She died the night Justin rescued her from Nicolas and took her home. Didn’t realize it until it was too late.

A car’s wheels crunched on the gravel. Lizzy. Every time they checked on the new build, Lizzy insisted on coming along. Judith sat under the dead tree and squinted up at the branches, wishing one would fall on her. What was that called? A widow maker?

The grass swished with each heavy step. Justin was walking toward her.

“She’s here.”

Justin rolled his eyes.

“I’m not surprised.”

“What are you doing out here?”

He sat beside her, took her hand, and kissed it. Judith inhaled his cologne, a divine musk that had driven her wild since the first night they met. A blend of woodsy, mechanical and something distinctly male. She still loved it, which made her feel worse. Justin was everything she ever wanted, except she no longer wanted him.

“Look at this tree. It’s dead,” Judith said, pointing up.

He stared up at the filigree of lifeless branches.

“Yeah, you’re right. Probably need to get out here and chop it down.”

Of course he would. Justin never hired anyone to do what he could handle himself. He was a real man’s man.

“It’s pretty tall,” she cautioned.

“I’ve chopped down bigger. You can sit over in the grass and watch me rock a chainsaw,” Justin smiled. “I’ll do it with my shirt off, just for you,” he whispered as he kissed her.

Judith returned his kiss on autopilot. With one hand cupping her breast, he pushed her up against the tree.

“Justin,” Lizzy shrieked.

Justin groaned and stood, reaching for her to join him.

“Please come with me, baby. I need your support. I can’t handle Lizzy drama all on my own right now.”

Lizzy was her younger sister by two years. During a period when Judith and Justin broke up, Justin had a fling with Lizzy that resulted in a child. Now, Lizzy was always up in their business. She wanted more than child support. She wanted Justin all to herself, and the only thing standing in her way was Judith.

Judith took Justin’s hand. With their hips pressed together and his arm clinging to her waist, they returned to the house. Lizzy had baby George in a stroller and was trying to push him over the rocky dirt. Shouting and waving frantically, as if she were about to miss her flight.

“We need to speak with the contractor. I have some more ideas for the master suite.”

“I have already spoken with him. He just left,” Justin snapped.

“Okay, let me show you so you can pass the word on.”

“Lizzy, how many times do I have to tell you? This isn’t your house. You won’t be living here.”

Justin was getting angry. Judith would have to calm him down before he went to work tonight. His baby mama riled him up; his girlfriend calmed him down. It was an endless cycle that required constant sex, the only thing that had proven to steady Justin’s nerves so far.

“You don’t know that for certain,” Lizzy replied petulantly.

“I do.”

Justin took Judith’s hand and led her through the back door.

“Let me show you.”

Lizzy pulled on his free hand until he relented.

“Fine. But make it quick.”

Judith stood immobile, resisting the jealousy as it ate through her. She listened as Lizzy explained her sexy idea of a door from the master bedroom opening onto a patio with a hot tub, surrounded by a privacy fence, where they could get naked and soak.

From the beginning, Lizzy had been obsessed with getting Justin, and it didn’t matter how many times he told her he would never love her. She didn’t care. Now that they had a baby together, he was her man. Case closed. Judith privately doubted the baby was his, but as long as Justin was convinced, that’s all that mattered.

“I’ll consider the hot tub idea,” Justin replied.

His eyes were wide like an open book, already imagining a new sex scenario with a hot tub. Judith sorely regretted hitting on Justin the first night they met. Kissing him while he was on the job, working as a police officer, the night her mom went missing, proved to him that she was the kind of girl who only wanted one thing. Sex. And since that was all he wanted from her, it seemed like a match made in heaven. But Judith wanted more, had always wanted more.

Disgusted and annoyed, Judith replied,

“I’ll leave you two to chit-chat and go sit in the car.”

Judith hated being around Justin and Lizzy. Her sister turned everything into a painful competition. It was hell. As she walked away, baby George started crying. As usual, Lizzy began to complain. They were going to be stuck here for another hour while Lizzy wore Justin down for more money and bitched about everything imaginable.

Back in the car, Judith pulled out her phone, opened her Messenger app and clicked her friend’s name, “Cabo.” Nicolas hadn’t replied to any of her messages since contacting her in December. He probably never would. But sending him messages was all she had to look forward to. Here went another one.

Hey, it’s me again. Your Belladonna. 

Hope you’re doing okay. Can’t wait to see you at the wedding. We have a lot of catching up to do! I hear your new job is going well. So proud of you! Will you ever forgive me for getting you beaten up by Justin that terrible night? I am so sorry! I need you. Please respond. I need your help. Please. Well, I hope you think of me the way I think of you—every second of every day. I miss you.

Love you. Talk soon.

It was the same message Judith always sent, except for the part about the wedding.

After three years, her mom was marrying Nicolas’s dad, Erik. In two days, the whole family was flying to Hawaii to celebrate the happy couple and support them as they exchanged their vows. They had activities planned, including a trip to Volcano National Park, a boat tour around the island, paddleboarding, spa treatments and finally, a wedding ceremony down on the beach.

Anxiously waiting for this vacation all year, Judith had nothing else to look forward to. Only twenty-three and bitter with disappointment. The years ahead stretched out before her like watching The Lord of the Rings trilogy back-to-back. She was trapped—trapped in a life with the perfect man who rescued her from her soulmate. Three times.

To her surprise, Justin was already heading toward the car. He got in, started the engine and paused to listen.

“My royal princess needs a tune-up.”

That’s what he called his hot rod—an electric blue 1979 Camaro Z28—his pride and joy and the true love of his life.

“Is Lizzy still mad?”

“I caved and told her I’d Venmo her some money. She needs it to buy George clothes for the trip.”

“Bet you fifty bucks she’ll buy herself a new bikini instead,” Judith retorted.

“You’re right. God, I wish Nicolas had never existed. You would never have cheated on me with him. Left me at Lizzy’s mercy. She would have never gotten pregnant.”

If Nicolas had never existed, Judith would never have met Justin. And she didn’t leave Justin for Nicolas. Justin basically kicked her out after discovering their affair. But she kept these thoughts to herself because Justin was always right.

Back at home, they sat outside, eating homemade sandwiches on a picnic table in the shade. Justin never splurged on fast food. He was stingy as hell. But he had a lot of money saved as a result. They lived in the apartment above the garage on Justin’s mom’s property. No rent, no car payment. Justin had money to burn.

He finished his sandwich and devoured an apple in six bites, staring intently while she picked at her bread.

“You okay?”

“Yeah.”

Judith perked up at the concern in his voice, not wanting to raise suspicion.

“Looking forward to going back to school in the fall?”

Justin encouraged her to start college in January and covered her tuition and fees. Judith hated it. Had no idea what to major in, and she dreaded the long commute down into the valley three days a week. She faked a smile.

“Sure. I haven’t picked out my classes yet. Thanks for reminding me.”

He furrowed his brow as he stared. Judith had never been able to lie to Justin. He was a cop with a degree in criminology, plus a sixth sense for when he was being hoodwinked. It sucked, big time.

“Well,” he said, checking his smartwatch. One of the few indulgences Judith convinced him to buy, it was meant to help him track his fitness goals. Justin was a gym rat and constantly boasted about his phenomenal metrics. “I gotta take a nap before work. Are you gonna lie down with me for a bit?”

Judith sighed, nodded, then followed him upstairs to their apartment. Justin worked the graveyard shift and had cut into his sleep time to meet with the contractor. Now it was nearly noon. Justin could no longer fall asleep without a fine dose of fellatio first. This was her fault. She was way too good at sucking him off, turning him into a lifelong addict. That meant she could never leave him. Justin reminded her of this every day.

How she yearned to take back the last three years and three months! Instead of seducing Justin, she’d follow her heart and run away with the crazy psycho who fell in love with her the week he abducted her mom.

On autopilot, Judith crawled down Justin’s stomach the way he loved so well, stroking and teasing him until she nearly had him there. Then she gave him exactly what he wanted.

That night, while Justin was at work, Judith checked if Nicolas had read her message. She stared at the still bold text and blue dot, disappointed. He hadn’t. He was showing as available, though.

Judith wanted to ping him so badly. But if he wasn’t reading her messages, he didn’t want to talk to her.

Of course he didn’t. She had fucked him over. Left him for dead when Justin came to her rescue. He probably had erased her from his memory for good. But still, she would never stop trying.

If he would only respond! Let her plead her case! Judith never dreamed Justin would show up like that. She was trapped. Trapped in the perfect life with a man who owned her. The shame of being this weak, broken girl weighed heavily. Couldn’t admit it to a soul. It was so much easier to pretend she was happy. 

How was she going to endure this trip and survive seeing Nicolas again? How would she hold it all in, the loneliness and suffering her life had become?

Judith closed her eyes and embarked on a marathon down memory lane, her favored survival mechanism. Took herself back to the night she first met Nicolas and their hot getaway, when he abducted her, seduced her, convinced her they were soulmates, and begged her to run away with him. And in the safety and solitude of her mind’s eye—

She rewrote history.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




Nicolas

Work was busy, so Nicolas skipped lunch. It was almost dark when he locked the office door and headed to his car. The good news was that he missed rush-hour traffic. The bad news was that he was starving and had a pounding headache. Since quitting drugs, Nicolas had been plagued by headaches. Nothing made them go away. Like so many other things in his life, he was entirely at their mercy.

Nicolas mapped out the restaurant where he was meeting Angie and James for dinner and drove, his mind buzzing with a million things left undone for the morning. When his dad hired and trained him to lead sales at his Chicago office, he had no idea how big a leap this would be. Nicolas went from being a heroin addict in rehab with only jobs as a catering server and a prostitute on his resume to heading sales for a prestigious company that designed and built custom off-the-grid homes.

Nicolas loved his work and excelled at it, basking in the praise he received. His dad was now so proud of him, which nearly made up for his fatherless childhood. The relationship he had built with his dad over the past year was fantastic. However, the stress was relentless. Nicolas had never learned how to manage stress.

Therapy helped, and getting back on medication for his mental illness was key. But if it weren’t for Angie, whom he met in rehab, and her brother James, who was now a close friend and occasional lover, he probably wouldn’t survive.

In the restaurant foyer, Nicolas kissed Angie and James. Once seated, the waiter handed him the drinks menu. Nicolas shook his head. He was a teetotaler these days and abstained from anything mildly addictive, including caffeine.

“Things going okay?”

Angie asked after they had all dug into their salads.

“Yeah, busy.”

“Me too. Everyone has a hot trip planned. It was crazy trying to take this week off. Had to break a couple of hearts to do it. I thought we were in the economic doldrums, but not these rich guys. All they wanna do is blow money. As long as they spend it on me, I’m good with it.”

Angie giggled, and everyone laughed.

Angie worked as an escort. She had her pick of clients and was damn choosy. Gorgeous, fun and extroverted, she had more than enough work to keep her set up nicely.

“You have fun busy. I have work busy. I’m jealous.”

Nicolas sighed. Adulting was tough, but having support made it worthwhile. He never had friends growing up, so he cherished the time he spent with his true-blue buddies.

“I bet it’s work. Everyone wants to go off the grid these days. Business booming?”

“Oh yeah.” Nicolas nodded, trying to hide a yawn.

He didn’t want to talk about work because he was working sixty hours a week right now.

“You two are leaving for Hawaii tomorrow night, right? Staying at the Four Seasons Resort in Hualālai?”

James asked as he took Nicolas’s hand.

“Yes! It looks beautiful online. I’m so excited.” Angie clapped her hands. “I’ve never been to Hawaii. I can’t believe you invited me.” She leaned over and kissed Nicolas.

“I need the support. You gotta keep me on the straight and narrow.”

“Because you can expect to find a ton of drug dealers pushing product at those fancy resorts?” Angie kidded.

Nicolas smiled. That wasn’t why he’d asked Angie to go with him to the wedding. Since his first week in rehab, she had become his lifeline, helping him deal with the pain of his poor choices. He had shared everything about his abusive childhood, which mirrored her own fractured upbringing. Six years older than him, Angie was the sister he never had.

“I honestly don’t know what to expect. I’ve never been to Hawaii either. But I told my dad I’d stand up as his best man, so I can’t back out now.”

“Don’t you dare come back with a suntan,” James warned, eyeing Nicolas hungrily. “I love my vampire boy.”

It was a running joke about Nicolas’s fair skin. Compared to their rich ebony complexions, he did look like a vampire.

Nicolas rolled his eyes.

“I will slather myself in sunscreen. I promise.”

James was in love with him and wanted to be in a relationship, but Nicolas wasn’t available to anyone. It wasn’t his fault. He had no control over it. Belladonna had his heart. He feared he’d never get it back.

“Are you afraid of a run-in with Judith after all this time?” Angie asked.

Judith was Belladonna. Belladonna was the special name he’d given her the night they met, and it stuck. Was he afraid? Terrified. James hung his head in disappointment. He was aware of his history with Belladonna. Nicolas couldn’t bear the hurt in his eyes, so he changed the subject.

“How’s your thesis going, James?”

Nicolas raised his glass of water to his friend.

“Busy as ever. It’s like writing a book, but not as enjoyable.”

James was pursuing his master’s degree in art history. This endeavor had taken him to Europe several times. James begged Nicolas to join him on one of his trips, but Nicolas didn’t want to lead him on. He loved James and enjoyed sex with him on occasion, but nothing would ever compare to the feelings he had for Belladonna.

Nicolas had lost her forever. That damn cop had swooped in and rescued her while Nicolas was deep in a drug-induced madness, so it was only fair. But that didn’t make it hurt any less. The image of Belladonna hanging on the super-buff arm of that asshole made him want to get stoned so badly it was a crippling urge. This was why he needed Angie with him, so he wouldn’t fall off the wagon within ten minutes of seeing them together.

The plan was for him to stay in his room as much as possible and steer clear of the wedding party until the big day. He had plenty of remote work, emails to reply to, leads to follow up on and virtual meetings to keep him busy. Angie intended to catch some rays and text him constantly to check his emotional state. Nicolas had a solid plan of action. Now, he needed to stick to it. With any luck, he’d avoid Belladonna and Justin the entire time and get back on that plane without a hitch.

“Nicolas, you’ve changed the subject,” Angie teased. “It’s better to face your challenges head-on, right?”

“Yeah. You’re right. I’m afraid. But I have you. So, I’ll survive this debacle. You’re heading out to Romania tomorrow?”

James had desperately wanted to go with Nicolas to Hawaii and was seething that his sister was going instead.

“Don’t remind me. The amenities there are atrocious.”

James sighed as he dug into his chicken cordon bleu.

They finished the meal with small talk and silly chatter. Nicolas kissed them both at the door and headed home. As he pulled up to his condo, got out and plugged in his electric BMW, he recalled the day his dad had picked him up from drug rehab and taken him to the new digs he had set up for him. How amazed he was by the outpouring of generosity and love, which he definitely felt unworthy to receive.

All he ever wanted was to find a woman who would love him, who he could make happy, who would never leave him. So far, Nicolas had messed up every chance the universe gave him, but he had found some love. His father was the last person he ever imagined would love him.

Inside his condo, Nicolas poured a glass of water and stepped out onto the balcony. Unlocked his phone. Damn. Another message. This had to be the fortieth message Belladonna had sent him since he messaged her last December, on the first anniversary of their final day together.

Eighteen months since then. An eternity without her. His finger hovered. He wanted to read it, but he couldn’t bring himself to. He had ghosted her for months because shame kept him from ever speaking to her again. When Justin took Belladonna away from him, it was for good. There was nothing left to say. Nicolas slid his finger up and closed the app.

Lake Michigan was visible from his balcony. Its dark gray waters sucked him straight into the past. It was cold, dirty, vast and endless. Something about deep water reminded him of his life. His childhood was miserable. Molested by his nanny from age four to thirteen, poisoned by his Munchausen’s by Proxy-afflicted mother until he was sixteen, when he retaliated by slipping some of the drugs she forced him to take into her tea, and then almost drowned by accident.

Time spent in a mental institution after trying to kill himself to avoid going to prison for attempted second-degree murder. It went on and on, the pain as deep as the fathomless waters looming ahead.

Nicolas couldn’t hear the waves, but they moved through him, just like she did. Bound across time and space, the cosmos liked to remind him of their connection every day. Belladonna wasn’t happy. He didn’t know why. Didn’t want to find out. Had spent too much time obsessing over her and trying to steal her away. He needed to move on. His dad, Martha and his therapists all said the same thing. MOVE ON.

So he did. Nicolas ignored each message Belladonna sent him, although it hurt his heart to do so. Clearly, Belladonna was reaching out for a reason. From the first week she hooked up with her cop, it was clear that jerk would never make her happy. Nicolas tried so hard to convince her to leave Justin and run away with him, but he failed. She would never leave her cop because her cop would never let her go. Nicolas spent a year being the “other man.” Never wanted to do that again.

Nicolas finished his water and sent his dad a daily update on the day’s work, a habit he developed during his training. His dad responded with a thumbs-up emoji. Nicolas got ready for bed and lay down. After years of little sleep, crashing out any time before midnight was almost impossible.

Lying there, staring up at the ceiling, the heavy weight of his loneliness pressed down on him. Nicolas had battled an all-consuming love addiction for so long that it was now part of his identity. He longed for a committed relationship so badly that some days it was almost impossible to keep going alone. Emotionally emaciated, only half alive after so many years of starving for love. He craved companionship and sex and considered calling James for a hookup. But James was catching a plane in the morning. Everyone had a life outside of work. Everyone, except for him.

Nicolas tried to resist, fighting his imagination and holding out for a full ten minutes before giving in. He opened his nightstand drawer and pawed around until he found his old phone. Turned it on. Clicked on his pics and videos. Opened his Belladonna folder. Pulled out his dick. Recalled everything he could about her—scent, taste, sounds and movements. Her sparkling eyes, coy smile, vivacious laugh and, of course, her exquisite body. Opened the sex video they had taken the first time she had ever seduced him and clicked play.

It was as hot as it ever was. Nicolas climaxed prematurely, which called for a second dose of Belladonna. Two turned into three. Soon it was one in the morning. He went online to see if she was available. Wanted to reach out the way they had during that entire first year. Opened Messenger and read every single message she had sent him. But everyone was right. He needed to move on. He had proved himself unworthy of her. Unworthy meant punishment, and Nicolas was a pro at punishing himself.

Why was it so hard? Why couldn’t he let her go? Belladonna was one woman in a world of billions. Yet she was the only one for him. That was the problem. After rehab and rebuilding his life, Nicolas hoped he would eventually heal from losing her, but the emptiness had only grown.

Day after day, like a loved one who died but was never buried. Was Belladonna lying in bed somewhere, thinking of him? No. She had thrown him to the wolves once and for all. This realization brought him endless pain. As the night wore on, Nicolas relived their entire first encounter, that fated death match they had the night she tracked him down. Every moment of their passionate affair in Cabo San Lucas. Lost in the memory of her soft arms wrapped around him, his head resting on her perfect breast against her beating heart, he fell asleep.
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Justin

Justin left for work relaxed and almost joyful. Life was good. Everything was under control. Even Lizzy, as obnoxious as she was. But especially Judith. She was perfect. Made his life perfect.

The house was coming along nicely. Judith was pleased with everything so far. Justin actually liked Lizzy’s idea of the hot tub. They could add a patio and frame the door. Plan to install the hot tub later. The only current stress was Judith’s car, which needed fixing. He had to make time for that, but it would have to wait until after Martha and Erik’s wedding.

The past year was tough. Having the baby with Lizzy while trying to maintain a relationship with Judith was a nightmare. But winning Judith back and rescuing her from Nicolas once again did wonders for his self-esteem. Justin promised her he would be all in, and he delivered. Gave her everything humanly possible, yet she still never came home with him from Mexico. Judith was hopelessly lost, mooning over that junkie whore. Justin  said he’d share space with Nicolas in her heart, but he didn’t mean it. Justin liked to own things. He refused to share anything, especially not his girlfriend with a criminal.

Justin had changed everything about himself to make Judith happy, hoping it would be enough. Losing Judith, getting Lizzy pregnant, then getting Judith back but never feeling like he truly got her back, was a constant source of stress. How could he break Nicolas’s hold on her? Judith often said Nicolas cursed her with a love spell. What bullshit. What they shared definitely wasn’t love.

Judith was uncontrollably jealous of the time he spent with Lizzy, although he swore he didn’t have feelings for her. And he didn’t either. Still held a grudge against Lizzy for forcing herself on him and getting pregnant. Now he had to pay for child support, which sucked.

The kid was cute, but he was Lizzy’s kid. Justin wasn’t ready to be a dad. He didn’t connect with the kid at all, which made him feel like his own dad—a cold, selfish asshole. Justin didn’t know what the hell he was doing. His baby mama bossed him around, as she had from day one. That sucked, too.

As for Lizzy? Fuck that. Justin had eyes only for Judith, to the point of obsession. Justin wanted her, even though she pined over Nicolas. Maybe even because she pined over him. There was something irresistible about a woman who played hard-to-get with her heart like she did. Judith said she chose to be with the good guy to be a good girl. He fed that desire until she was desperate for him.

It didn’t take much. A daily reminder of what he had sacrificed for her made her grovel endlessly. Justin had always wanted to figure Judith out. Once he did, life was perfect. He was her hero and always would be. Nothing could break her devotion to him. Not even Nicolas and their soulmate bullshit. Knowing she was addicted to his body gave him a massive boost of confidence and sex appeal. He wanted her more now than when they first met. How many guys could claim that?

Justin was afraid. Taking a plane over the ocean was terrifying. His real concern was that Nicolas would be there. Once again, Justin wished he had killed him in Mexico, where he would have definitely gotten away with it. Nicolas was a thorn in his side. He feared Judith still harbored feelings for the bastard. Hopefully not. Justin wished he could ask her, but their relationship lacked communication. It always had.

It made no sense. Justin thought of things he wanted to share with Judith all the time, but he never followed through. That made him feel insecure. Blew it out of the water as her lover but didn’t connect with her on the most menial things. Still, Justin hoped she loved him because he sure as hell loved her.

Jones, his partner, slapped him on the back as they headed out to their patrol car.

“How’s the house?”

“Coming along great.”

“And the lady?”

“Doing fine, or so I hope.”

“She doesn’t tell you how she’s feeling?”

“Na.”

“You need to ask, Salviati. Women like it when you ask. And they hate it when you don’t.”

“You’re probably right.”

“She excited about her mom’s wedding?”

“Says she is.”

“That criminal will be there, right?”

“Unfortunately.”

“Surprised you haven’t turned him in. He still has a warrant out for his arrest.”

“I’ve held off because of his dad and Martha. They don’t need the extra stress. But you’re right. He doesn’t deserve sympathy.”

“Concerned about Judith seeing him again? After what he did to her? I mean, she cheated on you with him. Eventually took off to live with him.”

“That’s on me. I was pushing her away. I deserved it.”

“Can’t imagine pushing a hottie like that away for any amount of money.”

“Yeah, yeah. Don’t remind me of the loser I used to be.”

“Does she ever talk about him? That junkie?”

“Nope. I told her when I rescued her from him that I planned to eradicate him from her heart for good.”

“Easier said than done.”

“True. But Jones, you have no idea how hot our relationship is now.”

Jones grinned lasciviously.

“I think I have a pretty good idea. Tits and ass like that? As long as you can forgive her for what she did to you.”

“I think we’ve put that behind us,” Justin replied hastily, not wanting to revisit those memories for a second.

“Well, you’re the man.”

“That I am.”

It was a quiet evening, like so many in his small town. Justin relished the new scenario he wanted to play out with Judith. He was sure she’d be up for it. But not yet. He was in the cold cycle of his hot-and-cold mind game, withholding affection. This dynamic developed between them almost as soon as they hooked up.

Justin drove Judith crazy, making her so desperate for him that it was worth it. He loved turning her into a sex-crazed fiend, which fed his inner caveman perfectly. He decided to end the cold cycle in the morning. This scenario was too hot to pass up.

His phone buzzed repeatedly. Justin ignored it.

“That your baby mama?”

“Yeah.”

Jones smirked. “Boy, I bet you wish every day you’d kept it in your pants that one time.”

“You have no idea. She took advantage of me. I was so drunk. It was sick.”

“I can’t believe Judith has stuck around. I can’t think of a single woman I know who would do the same. She’s a saint.”

Not a saint. Judith was his. Case closed. She was his woman. He’d never let her go, not for anything.

Finally, Justin read the nine missed texts from Lizzy, including a link to her Amazon cart and her demand that he buy a bunch of George stuff. He just Venmoed her two hundred dollars! This woman was insane.

Justin sighed and made the purchase. Lizzy responded with heart and kiss emojis, which made Justin think of the week he met Judith, when they sexted back and forth. He didn’t respond. How was he going to survive the rest of his life dealing with that woman?

Lizzy drove him crazy, but not in a nice way. She was manipulative and hateful toward everyone. She treated Judith like shit. Jones was right. It was shocking that Judith didn’t run off in the middle of the night and head to Africa or something to escape Lizzy.

But Justin reminded Judith daily that the baby was her fault. If she hadn’t slept with Nicolas, he would never have grown cold to her. She would never have left him, leaving him vulnerable to Lizzy. Judith almost didn’t listen when he reminded her. She was robotic. Fake. Justin could read her like a book. It was clear she no longer cared about much.

Had he gone too far, pushing her around and making her recite how sorry she was? He needed to remind Judith of what he sacrificed to stay with her. Had to keep her in her place, or she was bound to run away the first chance she got. So it was a win-win situation.

There was one good thing about Lizzy’s bullshit. She made Judith endlessly jealous. Taking off with Lizzy to doctor’s appointments or shopping excursions. Babies were a ton of work. Justin used this to his advantage. A mere hint that he might prefer Lizzy sent Judith into a possessive rage, which he milked for all it was worth. Messing around with these sisters made his sex life hotter than any porno.

It didn’t take much to get Judith going. From the moment they first met, Justin made her pant with lust. She couldn’t last three seconds around his naked body without pleasuring the hell out of him. He loved it. Loved having that power over her. Of course, she had the same power over him. Once he embraced the vulnerability, life got so damn good.

Today at the house, when Lizzy showed up and ruined his plan to go at it with Judith under the dead tree, Justin decided he wanted to fuck his honey while Lizzy was listening. Wanted to make her weep with envy. He’d take Judith up against the wall. Get the entire apartment shaking. Make her scream in ecstasy. Lizzy would be so jealous, maybe she’d drop dead from a hate aneurysm. Justin fantasized endlessly about Lizzy dropping dead.

Lizzy was visiting with George tomorrow. He’d leave the front door unlocked. When she arrived, with the bedroom door open, he’d torture that bitch. It would be sexy and vindictive at the same time.

Upon meeting Judith, Justin learned he harbored a secret persona. He called it his inner caveman. Up until they met, he was a blasé, boring guy with a milquetoast ego. Judith awoke his inner caveman with a vengeance. It took him time to come to terms with the man behind the mask. But now that he had, he was a whole person. Even better, she preferred the bad boy hiding beneath his perfect facade.

Judith had told him once that because of her child abuse, she craved thrills, so he gave her thrills. Instigated scenarios patterned after the death match that she had with Nicolas. Played mind games, pushed her away, pretended to reject her, then fucked her when she least expected it. Out of a dead sleep, in the shower, while doing chores or his favorite—watching her tremble with anticipation as he stripped naked and prepared for war.

Justin ravished his fiery vixen. Manipulated the gorgeous beauty queen who was so out of his league into doing every dirty thing he demanded. Spent most of his free time entertaining guiltless, filthy fantasies and most of his days off in the addictive throes of hot, vicious sex.

Chased her down as she fought tooth and nail, tore the clothes off her sexy body. Erotic. Twisted. She climaxed so hard. Justin had found the holy grail in Judith. His love grew the more she gave. It was consensual rape, and it wasn’t pretend. How many women would go along with this? None. Judith was a wet dream come true. 

Tonight was hot as fuck. Justin had them take a six-mile run together. At the turnaround point, they took a break. He smiled as he started a countdown. She yelped in feigned terror and dashed off. He gave her a head start as he chased her off the road. He could smell her frenzied pheromones as she raced down into the irrigation ditch. Perfect.

Judith ran like hell, but he easily caught up. Cornered her. Tackled her. Tore down her running tights. Smacked her bare ass. Pretending to resist, screaming for help, Justin  silenced her. Pressed her face directly into the dirt, grabbed those big titties and went at her so hard. Sweet surrender. Legs spread, pelvis tilted perfectly. Slick and tight. Always so ready for him.

Hearts racing, bodies trembling with exertion, it was a rush to fuck at light speed before a car rolled by. Judith didn’t have an orgasm because he came too fast, but she was crying as they ran home, which was nearly as satisfying. Justin stopped. Pulled her into his arms, licking her tears away as the cars rushed by. A tender ritual they performed in the afterglow.

When Judith genuinely fought back or tried to escape, it became exponentially hotter. He’d chase her all over the house or wherever, while she screamed and resisted. And when he got her down, which was difficult because Judith kicked his ass in the sexiest way possible, she’d tear at him like a wild cat until he frantically pinned her legs apart and had his fun.

He was violent but never cruel, igniting explosive orgasms in them both. It was passion and lust and kinky as fuck, and she loved every bit of it. Their relationship was epic. Justin never imagined anything could be so liberating. Judith had awakened his inner caveman and eagerly fed his carnal appetite. She was his woman. His.

In the morning, Justin headed home. Judith was still asleep, which was unusual. She must have stayed up late. But she hadn’t answered any of his texts last night. Was she avoiding him? 

Slipping into bed, Justin stared at her beautiful, peaceful face, remembering their first night and how she had transformed him completely. Judith had no idea what she was in for with that unsolicited kiss.

Justin wondered whether she was dreaming about him or about that criminal. Nicolas was out of drug rehab and working for his dad now, but in Justin’s eyes, he’d always be a junkie whore who fucked guys, broke the law and needed his daddy to bail him out.

Tired, but knowing there was only one way to relax him, Justin stroked himself until he was hard, took her hand, and folded it around his dick. Her eyes flickered open. He smiled as she smiled.

“What do you say?” he whispered.

“Please forgive me.”

“For what?”

“For being a cheating whore.”

“How will you make it up to me?”

“By doing anything.”

“Anything?”

Justin gasped because she was already pumping him, and that first, please-forgive-me usually took him two-thirds of the way.

“Anything for my hero,” she replied between yawns.

“Anything?” he mumbled incoherently.

“Uh-huh.”

Her tongue was sticky from sleep as she slid it along his dick, trying to make saliva. She stopped and grabbed the lube from the bedside stand. She stuck out her tongue and squirted a glob, then placed a pillow under his butt to tilt his pelvis and straddled his thighs. Lying against the headboard, Justin stared down at his large penis with pride as she licked it, slathering it in lube.

Justin hit the pillowy-soft oblivion with a groan of delight. She swirled him around with her tongue, stroking him just fast enough to drive him wild, sucking until he was panting like a dog. Almost there, she teased him in the way he loved so well.

Down between his legs, her long hair tickling his thighs. She worked him up until he was throbbing, thrusting. Hanging weightless in the throes of ecstasy, she pushed him to the edge of madness. And when he could take no more, she incited an orgasm of epic proportions, as always.

As Justin drifted into the afterglow, he smiled in euphoria. He had Judith so well trained and couldn’t think of a single guy as lucky as he was. She was his everything, and he would do everything to ensure things remained exactly as they were.








  
  
  Chapter 4

  
  




Martha

Martha and Erik left The Wild Rose, one of their cherished eateries, and headed to their car. In less than a week, they were to be wed, a thought that consumed Martha’s every waking moment. This was Erik’s first marriage and her second. After two decades in a loveless union, Martha had never fathomed finding the man of her dreams. But three years ago, when Nicolas abducted her, she met Nicolas’s father, who was living in the basement. It was love at first sight.

Erik opened the car door and kissed her with that sense of urgency she knew so well. He was in the mood. So was she. Martha got in. Although she would have hooked up with Erik regardless, it was a nice bonus that he was wealthy. His Mercedes zipped through traffic soundlessly. They held hands as he drove. Her phone buzzed. Erik squeezed her hand.

“Is that him?”

Martha pulled her phone out and stared at the message.

“Yep.”

“Unreal.”

“I know.”

“Are you gonna reply?”

“I don’t want to. He doesn’t deserve an explanation.”

“He doesn’t. But he won’t stop until you are upfront with him.”

Everything began the night Martha attended her ex-husband Craig’s wedding to his mistress, Lori. That fateful night, Nicolas, a catering server at the reception, abducted her and took her home in a desperate attempt to recreate a relationship he had with the nanny who raised and molested him. 

So, it all started with Craig. Now, three years later, it came as no surprise that his marriage to Lori had fallen apart. Wouldn’t you know it? Now he wanted his first wife back. Martha had told him repeatedly over the last three months that their relationship was over. She was happy with Erik. She was marrying Erik, so buzz off. Craig was the most persistent man she had ever known. He wasn’t about to give up.

“I can’t believe he wants me back. He showed no interest in me for most of our marriage. Cheated on me constantly. Wrecked our finances repeatedly with his business schemes. It was two decades of mostly misery. What does Craig think will change if we try again?”

“You are now the woman he can’t have. For a guy like Craig, that’s all the motivation he needs.”

“I’m sorry. I hope it doesn’t make you jealous.”

“I’m only jealous if he has a chance.”

“He doesn’t have a chance in hell,” she reassured.

In her bedroom, Martha peeked into her closet to look at her wedding gown. It was so beautiful she wanted to cry. Her first marriage to Craig had been rash. She didn’t wear a gown, nor did he wear a suit. Not because she was pregnant, but because Craig wanted to marry her in haste, the way he did everything. Now she was making her dream come true with Erik. Her heart was full of joy.

So many dreams had come true since she met him. She had completed her PhD and now taught online psychology courses at Utah State. She had witnessed her daughters grow into lovely young women. Nicolas, who had been briefly her lover, had adopted as the son she never had. Life was heaven. Soon, she was heading to a Hawaiian paradise with her dream man to exchange vows. Excitement wasn’t the right word to describe her state of mind.

Martha and Erik made love at the languorous pace they had from the very first time. Then, in their pajamas, they headed out to the bar to mix drinks and enjoy them on the patio overlooking a manicured garden surrounding a koi pond.

“I hope the kids will all have fun on our trip.”

“We are spending a ton of money to make sure they do.”

“Don’t let me forget that paternity test I ordered.”

“You want to go behind Lizzy’s back like that?”

“I have to. I’ve had doubts for some time. Lizzy is obsessed with that guy. I found websites where you can buy fake paternity tests.”

“Have Justin do it.”

“He won’t be able to get a sample from George without her catching him in the act. Trust me, Erik. Judith has been unhappy for some time.”

“Has she told you why?”

“No. But it’s obvious. Having to share Justin with Lizzy has got to be hell. I need to remove this obstacle. Give Judith the chance to have her dream man all to herself.”

“I won’t stand in your way.”

“I’ll ask Judith to get a saliva sample from Justin. It shouldn’t be too hard.”

“I hope Lizzy doesn’t catch you. I hate to say it, but your daughter is a bit psycho.”

“I totally agree. I blame Craig for that, along with a ton of other stuff.”

“I wish there were something we could do to help her. I don’t know what.”

“Let’s toast. To my daughters, that they may find love as I have.”

Erik toasted her glass. Lizzy entered the house with George, slamming the door and throwing all her shit in the hallway as usual. Martha rolled her eyes. The one annoyance was that Lizzy and George lived with them. But she traveled with Erik constantly for work, so they rarely had to butt heads over space.

Martha wished Lizzy would get over her crush on Judith’s boyfriend and find someone to settle down with, whether a man or a woman. And if her suspicions proved correct and Justin wasn’t Lizzy’s baby’s father, she needed to shut down this whole fantasy Lizzy had of stealing Justin for herself. Encourage her to find someone to share a life with and put an end to this ridiculous obsession.

“Remember the first time we met?”

Erik asked as he snuggled against her on the patio swing.

“I remember you were naked, and I had never seen a man I wanted like I immediately wanted you.”

“You were wearing that blue teddie. God, you were a vision. Such a bizarre situation. Not something you can share with strangers.”

“Nicolas abducting me was one of the best things that ever happened.”

“You still think about those first few days when you and Nicolas were lovers?”

“Never. Like I told you, from the first moment I met Nicolas, I regarded him as a dear boy. During sex, I experienced his vulnerability and pain. Being with him was heartbreaking. When you and I fell in love and he went crazy, we were both privy to his madness. All I ever wanted was to help him. I’m so glad that, finally, he let us.”

“You are such a saint, Martha.”

“Well, I try.”

Hand in hand, they returned to their room. Martha opened her laptop to grade essays while Erik worked on a design for a new off-the-grid build he was experimenting with. Life for them was good. Martha now had only one thing left on her bucket list: to see both of her girls settle into relationships where they were as happy as she was. She wouldn’t give up until she made that happen.
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  Chapter 5

  
  




Lizzy

Lizzy pulled George out of his car seat and headed up the stairs to Justin’s apartment. He sent her the money and bought the clothes for George, but he didn’t answer her texts. Infuriating. This whole fiasco of having this baby and making Justin believe it was his had backfired so badly that she had no idea how to fix it. She was hopelessly in love with Justin, and nothing so far had won his heart. Now, she believed her only solution was to make everyone as miserable as she was.

She found the front door unlocked, so she took that as a sign to invite herself in. Maybe she’d get lucky, and Justin would be walking around half-dressed. In the living room, she peered at their open bedroom door.

“Is that you, Lizzy?”

Justin asked from the bedroom.

“Yep. And your son.”

Reminding him once again of the child they shared, although George wasn’t his.

“Be right out,” he hollered.

Judith pleaded softly, “Justin, no. Not while she’s right there.”

A thump vibrated against the wall, followed by his grunting and her moaning as he fucked her slut sister like a fiend. Tears sprang to Lizzy’s eyes. Justin knew she was crazy about him. She would sacrifice vital organs to be with him. And strangely, his trying to make her jealous made her want him more.

She imagined it was her he had up against the wall. She remembered him inside her from the few times they had sex, all foisted on him by her when he was off-his-ass drunk, but no Matter. This man was every woman’s dream. Who cared if he was a coldhearted asshole? When he was hers, he could be as cold as he wanted.

Lizzy had figured out how to break this man. Justin was a pushover with her. In many ways, she had a closer relationship with him than Judith did.

Finally, Judith stopped moaning. The walls stopped shaking. Justin walked out of the room, shirt off, buttoning his jeans, smirking like a naughty boy. Lizzy melted inside. She loved this bastard with everything she had.

“You got the money I sent and the delivery I paid for?” he snapped.

“Yep. I just wanted your baby to hang with his daddy.”

Lizzy handed George to Justin, who awkwardly held him for a few minutes while she grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge and made herself comfortable. Finally, Justin set the little guy on the floor. Lizzy rolled her eyes. Justin hated her manipulations. She loved watching him squirm beneath her thumb while keeping her sister in her place. Judith was miserable whenever she visited and would stay in her bedroom the whole time, which was great. It let her have Justin all to herself.

“I hope you know that I am going to need a lot of help with George on our trip.”

Lizzy plopped on the couch and rested her legs on his lap. He shoved them off.

“Well, I hope you know that I intend to spend as much time as possible with my honey. So, you’ll have to make do.”

“Hmm.”

Lizzy had big plans for this trip. It was her chance to win him over for good. She had all her clothes picked out, including lingerie and a new bikini. She had researched online how to give oral sex, in hopes of having the opportunity to go down on this man. The truth was, Lizzy knew her sister better than anyone. That meant she could tell Judith was miserable, which also meant Judith was unhappy with Justin, making Justin essentially up for grabs.

“Lizzy, I mean it. Please give Judith and me some space. We haven’t had a chance to relax like this since Cabo, and you know how well that turned out.”

Cabo San Lucas. Where Judith and Nicolas had an affair. Where Lizzy and Justin shared their first moment alone. She would never forget Cabo.

“We’ll see. At least we need to take George to the zoo. Plus, I’ll need help on the hike. But yeah, sure. You two can go off to the spa, I guess.”

“The spa? Hell no, you won’t get me near a spa. The pool, hell yeah.”

“Don’t you wanna try surfing?”

“Maybe paddleboarding. It depends on what Judith is up for. But we need space. You are always up in our shit. It’s a little hard to deal with.”

“Your baby mama and your child are too much to deal with?” she stood, irate. “Justin, let’s get one thing straight. You have a relationship with me, whether you want it or not. You need to make time for George and me, okay?”

Justin groaned, rolled his eyes and stood.

“Are we done? I played with the little guy and let you bitch me out. Now I have shit to do before we leave. I’m sure you need to go and pack or something.”

“We are never done,” Lizzy whispered, hopped to her feet and grabbed his crotch. He slapped her hand away.

“You need to learn some respect.”

“If I had any respect, you wouldn’t have a son with me, would you?”

Lizzy smiled her crooked smile, picked George up off the floor and left the apartment. So much for spending the afternoon wrapping him around her finger. Even she could tell he desperately wanted to be rid of her.

That evening, Lizzy packed. She was taking the same flight as Erik and her mom. They were leaving first thing. She debated whether to bring her pills. They helped with her depression, but they killed her sex drive, which wasn’t a big deal since she wasn’t in an official relationship. But she very much wanted to be in one with Justin. 

But if he dogged her the whole week, she would need her pills. She tossed them in her carry-on and went to pack for George.

Her mom popped her head in.

“Hey, Lizzy. About ready?”

“Yeah.”

“You excited?”

“To spend time with Justin. But that’s about it.”

Her mom frowned at her reply. Lizzy rolled her eyes.

“You need to let this go, Lizzy. He’s not yours. He’s already spoken for. Please don’t do this.”

Lizzy ignored her mom, who waited for a reply. She was never gonna give her one.

“Don’t forget your dress,” her mom said, frustrated, and left the room.

With everything packed and George sleeping, Lizzy lay down and read Justin’s newest Facebook post. He shared pictures of the house under construction, with the message, ‘Love pad for my honey coming along nicely.’ He linked ‘honey’ to Judith’s profile.

Lizzy clicked on it and stared at her sister’s profile picture. Lizzy had hated Judith for as long as she could remember. She was their dad’s favorite, a beauty queen who could seduce any guy on the planet. Jealousy burned in Lizzy, day and night. Judith didn’t deserve to be happy, to have a boyfriend like Justin, or even to be alive. She was a terrible slut who had broken the hearts of dozens of men, while Lizzy had yet to break a single heart.

Disgusted by her sister’s pretty face, she returned to Justin’s page and scrolled through his photos, all the way back to when he was a teenager. She imagined what it would be like to be his honey, the woman he was building his dream house for, the woman he loved to fuck up against the wall, the woman he wanted lying next to him for the rest of his life.
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Judith

As the steaming water trickled down her skin, Judith’s heart hammered with fury. How could Justin do that to her? In front of her sister? He was so sadistic. First, she hated doing it against the wall because it caused lower back pain. He knew that! Second, Lizzy was crazy about him, which only motivated her to try harder to steal him. And third, he was such a deviant. Might as well have filmed it and sent her the video!

Judith closed her eyes in despair. The past few years had unfolded like a nightmare. Since she and Justin got back together after he rescued her that fateful night, life had become hell. Nothing she did could ever restore her sweet cop with the soulful eyes.

Her love for Nicolas had destroyed Justin. Jealousy and possessiveness had completely warped him. To be a better lover, he had become a vicious, disrespectful fiend with a violent kink she could never satisfy. To seem like a better boyfriend, he did everything he could to make her happy, except show her love. Justin didn’t love her. He simply didn’t know how.

She wondered why he ended his cold streak so quickly. Usually, he was hot for a week and cold for a few days. Ignoring her, teasing her, turning her desperate and trashy. He had wrapped her around his finger when he broke her heart, and now, she couldn’t break free of him. He wouldn’t let her. Ending it too soon worried her. Hoped he wouldn’t stay hot the entire time they were in Hawaii. Feared he’d try to have sex with her in public places. She wouldn’t have a say. She never had a say.

Judith went to her closet and removed the new clothes she had selected for the trip. Justin had good taste and chose what he liked for her to wear. Since he was fitting the bill, he made all the decisions. Justin was proud to have a beautiful girlfriend and showed her off at every opportunity. 

It was flattering at first, but she was sick of it. Combined with his kink, it was unpleasant. She hated him parading her around like he did with his car.

Sundresses, a bikini and cover-up, shorts and tank tops, panties and bras, hiking shoes, sandals, a sun hat and jewelry. Cosmetics, perfume and other toiletries. Judith laid everything out and packed methodically. After years of traveling to beauty pageants, she was a pro at packing. She stared at her lovely clothes, suddenly struck by a wave of depression.

Judith had so many plans when she was younger. As a teenager, she dreamed of becoming a model and flying off to exotic places for photo shoots. She hoped for passion and love, not brutal, humiliating sex. Her heart ached for emotional connection and healing from a childhood wrecked by moments of pain, not ongoing loneliness. She was locked in an apartment, waiting for something
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