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      The Castillo Family: Follow Rafael, Matteo, Javier and their nephew Santos. A billionaire family, they made their fortune in the construction business. But all their money can't help them when it comes to building relationships with women who want what money can't buy.

      

      My twin brothers have never been little angels, but this time they might have gone too far in crossing Rafael Castillo. Rafael wants them punished to the furthest extent of the law for trespassing and destroying his company's construction site. I can't defend what they did, but I also can't let them go into juvenile detention. All I'm asking for is another chance. But the arrogant, gorgeous billionaire refuses and cuts me down without listening. So I might have started yelling, there might have been bitter accusations on both sides, and I might have lost it and cried. Then somehow I was in his arms.

      

      The instant lust shocks us both. Yet while I'm more than willing to act on it, Rafael refuses. Until I lie and tell him all I want are the nights in my bedroom. No commitment, no strings, just sex. All too soon, it's not enough; but will we ever make it out of the bedroom, or are we doomed to fail?

      

      ***This is a rewrite of Rafael's Woman. It has been changed from 3rd person to 1st person and there is an additional 12k words.
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      Carrie

      My eyes are drawn to the antique grandfather clock in the corner of the room. Again. I fight the urge to scream when I calculate I’ve been left waiting for over two hours now. Rafael Castillo is an asshole. This is complete and utter bullshit. He’s doing this as a powerplay—no one has come out of or gone into his office since I sat down. There is no good fucking reason for him to leave me sitting out here. Has he forgotten about me? Is he even going to see me?

      I should just leave. As soon as I think it, I force a deep breath and close my eyes. Don’t think like that. This has to work. It’s too late now to leave. I refuse to let the last two hours be a complete waste of time. Even if I left right this minute and didn’t hit a single light, I wouldn’t make it to my second job waiting tables with enough time to get more than two, maybe three tables for the evening. Tuesday nights were always dead, if I managed to get five tables the whole evening and make forty dollars it was a miracle. It was the reason my boss hadn’t given me a hard time about coming in late, simply told me to do what I needed to do and come in when I could.

      And I need to do this. I’m not going anywhere until he sees me. I hadn’t been refused by the secretary even though she made it clear when I first sat down that I would have a long wait since I wasn’t scheduled. That’s all this is. Deep breath, thinking calming thoughts because I cannot go in there angry and further antagonize him.

      The secretary smiles as she catches my eye. Over the last hour the woman had gone from chilly toward me to almost polite, even offering coffee or tea almost a half hour ago. I had declined, not wanting to put the woman to any bother. I hate to admit I’m already overwhelmed by the elegant office and middle-aged, well-dressed secretary who appears to be wearing designer clothes. Looking down at the black pants bought for the stretchy give to them in case I went back up in weight, I try to push down my discomfort. I bought the pants with only cost and comfort in mind for now, and maybe gaining back weight I had lost, as I so often have in the past.

      Lately, it’s how I thought when I bought all my clothes at the thrift stores. While I had managed to lose quite a bit of weight in the last few months, there’s always a part of me worried I’ll gain it back—as I have so often in the past. The button-down white blouse is old and soft and a size too big. It’s basically the uniform I wear to waitress, since it’s easy to bleach to keep clean, and if it got ruined I wouldn’t cry over the three-dollar cost of throwing it away.

      It’s not the best outfit to go into a meeting with a man who owns the fifty-five-story building I’m in. Only I hadn’t known he owned it when I came to talk to him. Finding the building had been easy—“Castillo Construction” had been on the outside of the building. It wasn’t until I was inside being vetted by the security desk that I found out the whole building was owned by the company.

      Trying to be blasé, I undo the ponytail I keep my hair in most days. My long blonde hair is one of my best features. Even though it hasn’t been professionally cut in almost a year, I still frequently get compliments on it. I need as much help as I can get to feel a little better about myself. Trust my brothers to fuck up against a company of this scale.

      Not for the first time I want to strangle the twins. I love them, I do. It doesn’t stop me from wishing they weren’t out of control, smart-ass heathens who have become a constant drain on my patience, money, and sanity in the last two years. I don’t know if it’s that they’re now teenagers or the move from Austin to Fort Worth, but I’m slowly feeling like I’m losing them. It’s gotten to the point I had our neighbor come over to babysit them for the evening. Even though they are fourteen years old and shouldn’t need one; I no longer trust them to be left on their own anymore.

      “Ms. Whitney, Mr. Castillo will see you now. Just go in,” the husky-voiced secretary says with a smile. Giving the woman a weak smile of thanks, I stand and cross the room.

      Opening the door, it moves without a sound. The man behind the desk is on the phone with his attention on one of two computer monitors. He is speaking Spanish. It’s rapid-fire yet almost melodic, and the sound of it sends the hair on the back of my neck up. He has the sexiest voice I’ve ever heard. Deep and smooth with a hint of smoke, it rumbles out of him. I wonder what it would be like to have him whisper in my ear. Shock hits me. Where the heck had that thought come from?

      Desperately, I try to banish the thought by focusing on the man rather than the voice, but that only makes it worse. Because holy shit, he is gorgeous. His eyes meet mine and the ground shifts beneath my feet. My chest clenches tight as my stomach drops. Every cell awakens, vibrating with electricity in reaction, in expectation…of what, I don’t know.

      He blinks, breaking the connection. I shiver from the loss even as I’m desperately trying to figure out what just happened, what is still happening as I fight to take in air to lungs I only just now realize are starving for it. With his attention back on the computer monitor, it gives me free rein to take all of him in.

      A sigh escapes me…it’s all his fault. The man is stunning, gorgeous. If I saw a picture of him, I wouldn’t have believed it was real. I would have bet money he was airbrushed. No way could a man be as beautiful as he is in real life. His skin is a light caramel stretched tight over a stern brow deep with lines. A hawkish nose and cheekbones sharp enough to cut diamonds fit the strong jaw lined with a beard I resent for covering up his face. Yet the beard and mustache perfectly frame his mouth. It makes sense his mouth is as sexy as his voice, thick molded lips, with a bottom lip I long to suck deep on…okay, what the fuck is the matter with me? I’ve never sucked any man’s lip before, so why the hell do I want to do that to him?

      He tilts his head as he speaks and silver catches the light. Thick, inky black hair glows silver at his temples. How fitting, because gray is far too boring for him. I wonder how old he is. Although the frown lines are deep they don’t detract from his appeal in the slightest. And why aren’t his laugh lines deep? Is he one of those eternally grumpy people?

      I tighten my purse across the front of me as if in protection. I don’t dare take the seat in front of his desk until he tells me to. Pulling my eyes from him is harder than I want it to be. How freaking embarrassing, this is so not the time for my long-forgotten libido to come surging to life. Besides, a man who looks like him wouldn’t be interested in me. At the sound of the phone crashing into the base, my head goes up.

      “Mrs. Whitney, please have a seat.” His accent is so faint it’s startling after the flood of Spanish he had spoken.

      “Thank you and it’s Ms., Mr. Castillo.” It’s obvious he doesn’t like the correction. Crap, I don’t want to annoy him. Sitting, I force a weak smile. “I want to thank you for taking the time to meet with me today. I understand you’re busy. I’m here about Riley and Elliott Turner. I want to apologize about what they did. We will pay for the damage done. I’m pleading with you to drop the charges.”

      His frown has my stomach flipping a dozen times.

      In a rush, I continue. “I’m not going to lie to you and tell you they are good boys and don’t deserve to pay for what they did. Obviously, if they were good they wouldn’t have broken into your worksite and vandalized and damaged it. They know perfectly well it was wrong and did it anyway. They’re bored and unchallenged young boys. I’m willing to admit they are hovering on the wrong path, but if they go to juvenile detention I’ve heard it will send them down that path and I won’t get them back.”

      I work to take a deep breath as his frown deepens. Those hazel eyes are hard, unfeeling. His jaw tightens and I long to find out how it would feel beneath my fingertips. Oh god, knock it off and focus. Dropping my eyes to his chest doesn’t help. His chest is so wide, and despite the cut-to-fit silk suit his muscles are easily discernable, as with every breath he takes they ripple impressively. Normally, muscular men scare me. Yet an ache is building low within me at the idea of finding out what his muscles feel like beneath my hands. Stop it, damn it. Get it together.

      Unease at his lack of response spurs me on. “This is my fault, I had to move them from Austin to Fort Worth when I lost my job. They were in advanced classes and kept busy there. Since we moved here, I haven’t been able to get them enrolled into a good school. They haven’t been challenged and are bored and looking for trouble. Over the summer I used to enroll them in math and science camps. This year I didn’t have the money. I’ll make sure they are punished. Please don’t press charges.”

      Leaning back, he studies me intently. I’m hoping he doesn’t see the way my body is responding. Those eyes are as heavy as a touch. A touch my body likes—my breasts are swelling and my nipples tightening with need. I fight not to blush as wet heat builds at the apex of my thighs. This is so unfair because he appears completely unaffected.

      “Ms. Whitney, your children are ill-behaved savages. How exactly are you going to pay for over three hundred thousand dollars in damages if you can’t afford to send them to a camp to keep them busy?”

      “Thr—three hundred thousand dollars?” The words stutter out of me.

      Dark eyebrows go up. “Did you really not know?” He’s mocking, that deep rich voice taunting me. “They damaged one of the CATs on site and trashed the construction trailer. It was not simply vandalization—they destroyed with intent and purpose. I think juvenile detention is the best place for them, lest they get bored again and go after something else, or someone else.”

      Still reeling from the amount of money he’s talking about and the insults he’s throwing at me, I fight to keep from exploding in anger. “They are not my children. Elliott and Riley are my little brothers. I’m doing the best I can on my own. I had no idea the damage was that high. I am very sincere in taking blame for what they have done. I wouldn’t be here if I weren’t.”

      The louder I get the more still he becomes. His words are scarily quiet and cold, without inflection, almost robotic. “You are here to keep them from facing the consequences of their actions and looking bad as they are in your care. Maybe they should be with their mother and father instead. They would have a better ability than one as young as yourself to handle them. You have fallen short of what they need.”

      The words are a slap across my face. I close my eyes at the pain those words cause. He’s right. He is saying what I have been thinking for months. I’m failing them; my best isn’t good enough. The platitudes of love being all that mattered were meaningless when it came to raising two young teens too smart for their own good. They were going to end up in jail or worse, just like their father.

      I want to cry and scream the room down, this isn’t fair. Only it wouldn’t matter—life isn’t fair, I learned that lesson long ago. “Our mother is dead. Their father is in prison for killing her. The twins were there when it happened. Only six years old, they knew enough to call the police because he’d beaten her badly a few times before. The two of them got to sit there with her while she bled to death.”

      The words are ripped from my throat. I fight to blink back tears. I don’t want him to see me cry. He’ll see it as an attempt to manipulate or even worse, a weakness. This was a mistake, a waste of time. I need to get out of here, before I completely lose it. “I’m sorry to have bothered you.”

      Turning away, blind from tears, I run right into a wall of muscle covered in soft silk.

      “It’s okay, it’s going to be okay. I’m sorry, so sorry.” His voice is low, close to my ear. I shiver as his hot breath slides down my neck.

      His hard body against mine sends electricity coursing through every cell inside me. The current is so strong it’s almost painful. And yet everything inside me is begging for more, for this to never end. This isn’t me. I don’t ask for help. I don’t cry. All I want to do is cling to him and let him shelter me from the world outside. The thought shocks me so much I struggle in his arms, afraid to give in to the weakness.

      Rafael’s arms tighten around me and god forgive me, I melt into him. In his arms I’m safe. Everything will be okay—I believe him. Beneath my ear, I can hear his heart pounding steady and sure. His large hand slides up and down my back soothingly as he whispers something in Spanish. I attempt to apologize, feeling like I should say something. A sob comes out instead. Embarrassed, I bury my face in his chest.

      “It’s all right, cry. It’s okay, it all needs to come out.”
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      Rafael

      Christ, it’s heaven and hell holding Carrie Whitney in my arms as she cries. I deserve every bit of the hell for making her cry. I truly had not meant to. My anger wasn’t because of her brothers and what they had done. The anger came because I resented the fuck out of her for making me hard the moment she walked through the door. It’s never happened to me before in my life, getting hard at the sight of a woman. At least not a woman who wasn’t mostly undressed.

      With one look my entire damn body ached and my cock raged to be inside her. Thank fuck I had been speaking Spanish, which she obviously hadn’t understood, with one of my construction site leaders. I had lost all train of thought and had to ask him to repeat himself, twice. Studying her, as I barely heard the man, second by second my entire body grew harder until I was in pain.

      The instant attraction makes no sense. I like my women tall, brunettes, and with a certain level of sophistication. Polished women who had experience in no-strings relationships—the only kind of relationship I have—were the kind of women I usually was drawn to. Carrie is none of those things.

      Yet Carrie Whitney is beautiful, undeniably so. Her face is a classic oval with high, round cheekbones. A long, thin nose set above a wide, achingly soft mouth. Every feature on her face is without a single flaw, but her eyes pulled the breath from me. Big and round, they are the most captivating sapphire blue I’ve ever seen. They are also startling expressive, lightening and darkening in a flash. The need to know how they would look at the moment I was inside her hit me hard.

      As beautiful as she is, her body alone would stir the cock of a saint, and I’m no saint. Carrie’s body is pure sin. She is small, maybe five foot five, or five six with the curves of an old-fashioned pop bottle. High, round breasts that swayed with her gasping breath tortured me. My hands itch to strip her bare of the ugly, tired clothes she is wearing. Never have I experienced such a strong, instant attraction to any woman. And like the asshole I am, I resented and blamed her for it.

      Anger fired through me at the way her eyes went wide at the sight of me—she had been unable to hide her attraction to me. I was certain it was a way of trading on her sexy, lush body. Even as I wondered how much it would cost me and for how long I could enjoy her, irritation at the idea of her trading herself filled me. Until she blushed like a teenager. The pink flooding round cheeks, then washing all the way down her neck screamed she had no damn experience in trading her body for anything. Except maybe a fumbling moron who bought her dinner and whispered pretty words. I would do neither, it’s not who I am. Which made lusting after Carrie Whitney a bad idea and a waste of time. I don’t do bad ideas and I never waste time.

      My cock wouldn’t listen though, the bastard wanted her. My mouth watered at the idea of tasting her small, pouty mouth, my hands itched to learn the curves the hideous blouse did nothing to hide. Now that she’s in my arms, I’m damned all to hell because I don’t want to let her go. Holding her is even better than I imagined it would be. Her curves fit against me perfectly, and my cock is dripping to be inside her. All I want to do is strip her naked, drag her down to the carpet where we stand, and get lost in her body.

      Her tears should soften my dick, but they don’t. And I hate myself for it. I should be ashamed for causing her tears, and fuck, I am. I’m also grateful they allowed me to get her in my arms. Nothing else on this earth would have made this moment happen. I’ve made women cry before; it rarely affected me. Especially when I was sure it was simply an attempt to manipulate the situation. But with Carrie, it does something to me that I do not recognize. I may be an asshole; however, I’m not cruel. I do not hit out at those who are weaker than me. Only today I had, and I hate myself for it.

      So the last fucking thing I should be thinking is of all the dirty things I want to do to Carrie Whitney. It would make me an even bigger bastard than I’ve been already. I view women as a pleasurable way of spending an evening, nothing more. While I’m aware family obligation means I’ll marry and have children, I am in no rush to do so. For now, I take my pleasure from a woman for no more than a week or two—to prevent them from getting ideas of it becoming something more. Everything about Carrie Whitney screams she isn’t cut out for sex only. She’s too young and naïve. She would dream of tomorrows and marriage and love.

      A deep shuddering breath goes through her, causing her breasts to press more firmly against my chest. I fight a groan at the sensation. It’s still there, the low hum of electricity that hit me when I pulled her into my arms. I’ve never felt it before, am wondering what it is. Then she sighs, melting into me even more, and I forget about everything but the feel of her against me.

      Too soon, she takes a deep breath and lifts her face to look up at me. Beautiful, even with a pink nose and red-rimmed eyes. I tug out my pocket square and begin to wipe her tears away. Her skin is so soft, I linger longer than I should. Those blue eyes darken as she looks up at me with the desire she can’t hide. I should send her away, far, far away from me, only it’s too damn late for that. Hell, the moment I laid eyes on her it was too late for the both of us.

      “I want to apologize for my rude words. They were thoughtless and unwarranted. I was annoyed with myself and you for beginning to have doubts about my actions. I should not have taken it out on you. Come, sit down and let us discuss the matter a little more. Have a seat in the sitting area. I’m going to order some tea, is that all right or would you rather have coffee?”

      She steps back from me, instantly I want to pull her back against me again. I slide my hand around her back and guide her into the small sitting area, pressing her down into a leather club chair. A quick call to Lindsey for tea and sandwiches is made with my eyes on Carrie—I can’t take my eyes off her. I’m wondering why she stiffens as I make the call. It’s late in the day, almost four, I’m concerned she hasn’t had anything since lunch. The Earl Grey tea can be strong on an empty stomach. I notice she’s pressing her hands to her cheeks that are still heated. Damn it, I’m far from done making up for my harsh words.
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      Carrie

      I stiffen when I hear him order tea and sandwiches. Of course, order the fat girl food and it will make her feel better.

      A few minutes later he is back. Without asking, he presses a wet and cool cloth firmly to my forehead, then slowly over my eyes, down to my cheeks. His touch is gentle, I have no idea why it leaves me trembling. No one has ever taken care of me before, not my mother when I was sick as a small child, or my friend’s parents when I moved in with them. I’ve always prided myself on not needing anyone. So why did his gentleness leave me wanting more?

      The woman from the desk carries in a tray of tea along with a small plate of pretty sandwiches and what appears to be fresh cookies. Rafael and the woman speak in hushed whispers behind me. Then he sits in the chair beside me. He pours a steaming cup of tea and asks if I take sugar. I nod, not trusting my tight throat to get the word out. He adds a cube of sugar then stirs it, before handing it to me.

      I wince in embarrassment at the way my hand trembles as I take the cup and saucer. Everything about the delicate cup and saucer screams money, and now I’m terrified I’ll drop it and break it. I don’t dare look at him, simply take a sip of the tea. The heat warms me from the inside out, a few sips and the tea is gone. Suddenly, the cup is taken from me without a word. Flushing, still too embarrassed to look at him, I focus on my clenched hands.

      He offers me the plate of sandwiches. “I think you should have a sandwich. Which would you like, smoked salmon or chicken salad?”

      Shaking my head, I don’t look up from my hands—the idea of eating in front of him has me wilting. Then my traitorous stomach growls. He sighs. “Carrie, do not try my patience. If you do not take one, I have no problem forcing it upon you.”

      The threat is clear in his tone. I have no doubt he’ll do it and I have no idea why it makes my stomach flip with anticipation. I give in, taking a chicken salad triangle, and begin to nibble at it. He refills the cup and adds a cube of sugar. I can’t take my eyes off his beautiful hands; they are long and elegant even though they are also large and powerful. Accepting the cup, I finish the sandwich and sip on the tea.

      The silence stretches between us until finally he breaks it. “I hadn’t thought it possible—I’m finding a woman so quiet, extremely unnerving. Look at me, please.” Unable to deny him, I look up. God, he’s just so beautiful. It’s not fair for a man to be beautiful. “Why so quiet?”

      Blushing, I drop my eyes again. “I’m embarrassed. I never cry. I’m sorry for crying all over you, Mr. Castillo.”

      “Never? You will call me Rafael. I believe we have moved beyond last names.”

      I nod, yet know I couldn’t call him Rafael—it feels too personal. “I haven’t cried since my mom died. At first, it was so the twins wouldn’t be upset or concerned. Then it became important to never break down. Like, if I did, it would be admitting I was weak.”

      “Look at me.” I’m unable to refuse his demand. Hazel has softened to a shimmering moss, and I couldn’t look away if I wanted to. And I don’t want to. “It is not weakness. Your load has been a heavy one—you must have been quite young yourself when you took on such a large responsibility as two young children. Not many people would have been able to bear something so difficult without breaking down from time to time. There is no shame in it.”

      I shake my head, even though I want to believe him.

      “Carrie.” His voice is soft. “I’m sorry. From what you’ve mentioned about losing your job and the move here, it seems you were already stressed. I’m sure it’s been worse since the boys were arrested. How old were you when they came into your care?”

      “I was nineteen, for the last seven years. But I was there when they were born and their primary caretaker for their first year, as my mom had a tough delivery and she went through bad postpartum depression. I was thirteen when my mom met their father. I hated him the first time I met him. There was something about him…he was too slick and...” I shake my head as I remember the way he made my skin crawl. “She wouldn’t listen, she’d been without a man in her life for a long time and she would do whatever it took to keep him.”

      Now that I started, I can’t stop, and the past comes spilling out of me. “When he began to slap her around she blamed me, not him or even herself—it was all my fault. Then he hit me.” I wince as I remember the pain and fear of that day. “I couldn’t believe it when she yelled at me that it was my fault. If I had kept my mouth shut, he wouldn’t have had to hit me.”

      A noise brings my head up, the anger on Rafael’s face causes my stomach to twist in fear. Until he realizes I’m staring at him. Then it’s gone. Reaching out, he takes the empty cup from me then sits it on the table in front of us. I can’t hold in my gasp when his big hand takes the hand I hadn’t realized was clenched tight into a fist. Tracing his thumb over the back of my hand, his touch is gentle, so I don’t understand why the electricity that zips through my body is almost painful.

      Softly, the words almost a whisper, “Did he hit you again?”

      I shake my head. “I knew I had to get out before it got worse. The next day I moved out and in with my best friend’s family. My mom didn’t care. It was a relief for her, she said it was best for everyone.

      “Even now I can’t believe she didn’t try and stop me. It hit me then that she was picking him. He was more important than me. It hurt. It still hurts.” I admit.

      “It was more than a year before I heard from her again. He was in jail on a drug charge and she had just had the twins. She begged me to move back in with her. I told her no but she admitted to scary postpartum depression. She was afraid of accidentally hurting them or herself, so I went back.” I can’t bring myself to admit how awful it had been living with her again. The way she treated me like a servant, the way she ignored the small babies, and how scared I was to take care of them all on my own.

      “When he got out of jail she told me I could go back to living with my friend. No ‘thank you’ or anything. I moved back in with my friend and her family. I never talked to my mother again. One day I got a call from Houston CPS with the news she was dead. She had left paperwork giving me custody. CPS confirmed I had my own apartment and a job, then left with a wave and ‘good luck.’ Never mind it was a one-bedroom and the job was part-time because I was in school full time. And oh yeah, I was only nineteen. It was me or foster care, and at their age it was highly unlikely they would be adopted. I couldn’t do that to them. So I dropped out of school and my job was happy to have me go full time.”

      “What happened with your job?” he asks gently.

      “I worked for a property management company as an assistant manager for an apartment complex. The owner sold the property. The buyer had their own property management. There weren’t any full-time openings with my company. For a while I filled in here and there. It was all over the place in Austin without consistency, there were some weeks I didn’t even get twenty hours. An old boss offered me a position here in Dallas, but I stayed too long in Austin looking for a job there and it got filled. The twins acted like I was the Wicked Witch of the West for talking about moving away from Austin.” I hate admitting it out loud, that this was all my fault.

      “I couldn’t find anything. My savings account was dwindling. The cost of living is cheaper here and I was promised at least thirty hours paid so that I could be put into a permanent position for the next assistant manager or even leasing agent position that opens up. But it’s been three months and nothing has yet.  I’m waiting tables at a family restaurant as a second job. I’m sorry I cried all over you. It wasn’t just what you said, I have been feeling like a failure for months.” I admit.

      “You aren’t a failure, don’t say it again.” His words are firm and those hazel eyes glow with a warning. With a small squeeze of my hand he lets me go; instantly I miss his touch. “Eat another sandwich. Give me five minutes and I’ll take you home.”

      He flicks back the cuff at his wrist, glances at a thin gold Rolex and is up and moving back to his desk. “Lindsey, cancel my five o’clock and tell Benito I’m out for the day. I’m sending you the Excel file. I want it redone. It doesn’t include the projections for the additional landscaping the client added last week. Have it ready and back to me by ten tomorrow. I’ll be in late, let Javier know he’ll be doing the conference call on his own.”

      I can’t take my eyes off him. His attention is back on me before I have a chance to look away.

      “Eat another sandwich or I will make you.” He orders.

      Blushing that he caught me staring—and at the way my body reacts with longing to the command in his voice—I turn back to the plate and select a smoked salmon sandwich. It’s so good the triangle disappears in three bites. When he comes back, I’m on my second sandwich.

      “You don’t have to take me home,” I try to reassure him.

      “Yes, I do. You still seem a bit unsteady and Dallas traffic is bad enough even with all your senses about you. I also want to meet the twins and speak with them. After what you have told me it seems I have been a bit overreactive. However, I don’t think simply letting them off without understanding the seriousness of their actions and the chaos they caused is wise either.”

      I wince at how right he is.

      “It was their fault, not yours. They know right from wrong. You are doing the best you can under the circumstances you have been dealt; they are not. I am willing to move forward with a punishment for them outside of pressing charges. Will you allow me that freedom?”

      Standing, shock hits me when his arm goes around my waist as he guides me from the room. My brain short-circuits at his body so close to mine again. We’re in the elevator before I realize he is waiting for a response.

      “I don’t understand the question,” I admit. Breathing deep, the scent of him fills me. Rain, moss, leather, and something unique only to Rafael has me never wanting to exhale.

      A small smile plays over his beautiful mouth. I wonder again what it would feel like against mine. “I’m asking for you to allow me to handle the situation we find ourselves in. I want to be able to decide the punishment for the twins.”

      “What kind of punishment are you thinking of?”

      “I’m thinking they work it off at the construction site they destroyed, with the men who have to repair the damage they did. Where are you parked, in the garage?” His eyes scan the large, open foyer.

      Exiting the elevator I feel dozens of eyes on us, but I can’t bring myself to tear my eyes off Rafael.

      “I’m on the street. I found a space a block down. Is that safe? Aren’t the men going to be angry and take it out on them? I’m not against them working, I think it would be good, actually.” Now that we are outside with the bright sun beating down on me, I come back to my senses. I fight a blush at the way I’m pressing myself against him and try to discreetly move away. Except his hand on my hip tightens, holding me firmly, and it causes wet heat to flood my body.

      “I will take care of the men on the site. They will not be mistreated or bullied. The havoc they wrought on the site is still being cleaned up and they should see the results of their destruction.” It’s a promise.

      Nodding, I startle when he yanks me tight against him. A screeching car and the driver yelling has me realizing I had almost walked right out into the street without stopping. Embarrassment fizzles away in an instant when he doesn’t loosen his grip on me. I’m aching for him. My skin is heated, unbearably tight, and I know only he can make the ache go away. This wasn’t like when he held me as I cried. Then his hold was gentle, loose. Now he is firm, commanding.

      “Careful, just a moment for the light to change. Are you on this side of the street or should we cross?” His words are light but his eyes are knowing. I’m blushing as I take in people around us. What the hell is the matter with me?

      “This side of the street. Thank you, okay, yes. I’ll leave it in your hands and support your decision.” I point out my car. It’s a late-model car my brothers frequently complain about, but I love how dependable and gas friendly it is.

      I stop as we get close and root around in my large purse. Dang it, I’m all thumbs. His grip loosens and he steps away. I’m able to focus again and find my keys. I pull them out and he immediately takes them. He scans the busy street then leads me out onto it. Hitting the button to unlock the car, he opens the door for me. When I’m settled into the passenger seat, he closes the door then walks around and gets into the driver’s seat.

      Laughter escapes me at how bunched up he is because of his long legs. I’m surprised he laughs too, a rich, throaty sound that steals my breath. I hadn’t thought he would be willing to laugh at himself. His smile is lethal to a woman’s sensibilities, is all I can think as I force my eyes off him and out the window.

      The soaring sounds of Chopin come through the speakers when he turns on the car. I turn it down low. The drive had been hectic and I flipped to the CD player instead of the radio. “Sorry, you can turn it off if you want.”

      “It’s fine, I like Chopin. Is this a CD of just him or does it have other composers?”

      I’m not really surprised he recognizes Chopin. I am relieved Chopin was playing instead of loud pop music I usually listen to when I’m alone in the car and not stressed out. “This one is just of Chopin. I have two of Mozart and one of Haydn. The other discs are the twins’ and it’s all rap so be careful if you want to change it.”

      “Ah, my nephew is a fan of rap. I’ve become used to listening to it as a means of having something other than work to talk with him about.” He shrugs.

      I can’t keep from showing my shock that he listens to rap music. “Really? How old is your nephew?”

      “Yes, really. He’s twenty-four.” His smile fills my tummy with butterflies and for some reason has me smiling too.

      “How old are you?” The question flies out of my mouths and I wonder if it’s as rude as it sounds. “It’s just—you don’t look old enough to have a twenty-four-year-old nephew.”

      Another small shrug. “I’m thirty-eight. My older brother got a girl pregnant when he was only sixteen and I was twelve. My parents weren’t about to let him ruin his life by marrying the girl. At the same time since she was having a Castillo heir they weren’t about to let the baby out of their sphere of influence. They took in the baby, with a sizeable check to the girl for her giving him up. He was very much a little brother. My youngest brother was only eight when he came into the family.”

      Wow, it’s clear he didn’t like the whole buying of his nephew thing as his hands tighten on the steering wheel when he spoke of the payoff. Even though deep down I’m aware I should stop asking him questions the need to know everything about him has me asking. “How many brothers and sisters do you have?”

      “My older brother, Santos’ father died when he was seventeen—less than a year after Santos was born. I have two younger brothers. I don’t have any sisters. After four boys my mother gave up on getting the girl she wanted. To this day I get to hear her moan of the lack of a single daughter-in-law.”

      “I’m sorry about your brother.” I wince at the idea of upsetting him.

      His sigh is heavy. “Manuel had too much, yet none of it was enough. He was the firstborn, a boy and my father overindulged him. There was no need for him to be accountable for anything he did from the time he was very young until the day he overdosed. My grandfather stepped in when Manuel died. When he retired, he left the company under the control of my father and uncle. He purchased a home near my parents’ and basically moved us in with him. From then on, he began to take us to the work sites and had us working on the weekends. He gave us an allowance, taught us how to handle our money and made us save as well as give to charity. Even more importantly to him, he taught us Spanish.”

      “Your parents didn’t teach you Spanish?” Growing up in Texas I’ve often been surprised by how much Spanish is spoken, not just by Hispanics but by non-Hispanics. I can understand a small amount because of how much the kids I went to school with spoke it.

      A slight shake of his head has the silver at his temples catching the light and it takes far longer than it should for me to stop staring. “No, my mother was very much the blonde Dallas society young woman. She didn’t speak Spanish and didn’t care to learn. My father didn’t have the time. He was always working. It was important to him to expand the company into Houston and beyond Texas as a way of feeling like he made a major contribution to the company, beyond just being the son carrying on my grandfather’s legacy.”

      “Your grandfather founded the company?”

      “Yes, he founded it in Mexico City until conditions became too corrupt. Once he emigrated into the States he moved the headquarters here to Dallas. He had other offices in Merida, Mexico as well as Nicaragua and Panama. Those were shut down in order to move his money into Dallas.”

      Wow, I now get the huge building. “I had no idea. I probably should have looked deeper into your company. It didn’t even cross my mind.”

      A large shoulder lifts as he changes lanes. “My grandfather was content to remain in Texas. He opened an office in Austin. Then my father expanded into Houston, New Orleans, then overextended the company going into Miami and Tampa. By the time I was graduating from high school my grandfather had to step in again. My father had taken the company to the edge of bankruptcy. I didn’t go on to university, I went straight to work, to help my grandfather. We worked day and night for three years before we were back in the black. Once the company was back on course my grandfather sent me to university and during the summers I came back to Dallas and worked.”

      I’m not really surprised Rafael had worked hard that he wasn’t just handed his position. Despite his wealth when he spoke of the damage the twins had cost his company there was an underlying concern for his employees hard work. I’m guessing it’s where all the lines on his face came from. “Where did you go to school?”

      “Stanford, I wanted to go to A&M. My grandfather wouldn’t allow it. It was important to him for me to make the connections a school like Stanford would bring. He was right. Those connections come into play often in our Los Angeles and Phoenix offices. Where am I going when I get into Fort Worth?” He asks.

      I give him directions. He recognizes the area. I’m not surprised when he says it. “That’s not the best area in Fort Worth.”

      “Yes, I didn’t know when I leased. I went during the day and it seemed decent—it changes at night.” I fight a sigh at how scary it gets at night.

      “Hmm, do you have security at all?”

      I shrug, refusing to let him see my fear. “The locks are good.” He doesn’t say anything, however his eyes glitter like emeralds that have caught the light. I fight the urge to defend myself again. The question is out before I think about it. “Is your mother where you get your eyes from?”

      A small smile tugs at his lips, and I blush. Way to sound like a teenager with a crush, Carrie.

      “Yes, she has green eyes and my youngest brother and I both have hazel eyes. The twins look nothing like you. Do they take after their father or their mother?”

      “Their dad. I take after my mom with the blonde hair and blue eyes. Except she was really tall and thin and I’m short and…not thin.” I bite my tongue against the “fat” label my brothers have called me for years.

      I’m down more than twenty-five pounds from where I was at the same time last year. I don’t feel fat, like I used to. Although I’m a size sixteen. For years I dreamed of getting down to a size eight just to say I wasn’t a double digit anymore. Except my curves have gotten more pronounced the lower I went, until I’m a little embarrassed by how curvy I am. Now I’m thinking this isn’t such a bad weight to stay at.

      “Do the twins have any interaction with their father at all?”

      Normally I hate talking about their father and the whole mess except it isn’t fair that I’ve been asking a ton of questions only to not answer his. “No, and that’s how they want it. I have to admit I take the easy way out. I don’t talk about him or our mom much. From some of the things they said, she wasn’t any nicer to the boys than she was to me. They remember her a little and him barely. Thankfully, they seemed to have repressed the memory of her death. She had locked them in their room. Apparently, it had happened before. They waited until she stopped crying. When she wouldn’t wake up, they called 911 the way she taught them.”

      “I guess it is a small mercy for them.” His words are soft, almost a whisper.

      “Yes, it just makes me so angry with her. She knew he was dangerous. Yet again and again she took him back. Her death could have been prevented. Instead, she lay down and let it happen.” All over again the anger and resentment come back.

      “From what I understand, a situation like that is hard to get out of. Also, from what you’ve said she seemed to thrive on the drama of it.”

      I’m surprised he isn’t more judgmental, condemning, the way most people were upon hearing about my mom. Nodding, I let my head fall back. “I learned from her how not to be. It was a scary but deeply embedded lesson.”

      “What did she teach you?” He asks as his eyes flick over me with curiosity.

      “Not to cling to a man or become dependent on them. If I’m ever mistreated by even being yelled at, I’m out.” The words are out before I think about them.

      He frowns. “I take it then you have no man in your life?”

      It’s not really a question. I answer anyway. “I’ve been busy with the twins and even if I weren’t…” It’s embarrassing to say out loud how little I trust men in general—certainly not enough to enter a relationship. I’m aware people think being a virgin at my age is weird, but I’d yet to meet a man who appealed in the slightest—until today.
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      Rafael

      I fight not to curse as she confirms my suspicions. Carrie is likely an innocent, at the very least she has little experience. Not enough for me to consider a relationship with her. Fuck. Taking a deep breath, I consider the plan that has been forming. It shouldn’t make a difference, yet it does.

      She deserves more, better than what she has endured. I could not imagine a single person in my acquittance who would have gone through what she had and not been a bitter bitch about it. Carrie isn’t bitter; she is weary, though. Her weariness is completely understandable. For far too long she has shouldered responsibilities exceeding her years—responsibilities many women and men would have buckled under. The time has come for her load to be lightened. If I can do that for her, I feel I owe it to her to do so.

      Her cell phone rings. She frowns as she answers. “Hello?”

      I turn down the music, and I can hear the other person. It’s a guy. And why it sends my back up, I have no fucking idea. “Carrie? Are you okay? I was worried because you hadn’t come in yet.”

      “I’m fine, Mario. I’m sorry you worried. I’m not going to be able to come in tonight after all. Is that a problem?”

      “No problem, we aren’t busy. Lupe will be happy you aren’t coming in. She just said she was relieved she’s had five tables so far. Call me if you need anything, okay?”

      “I will, thanks, Mario.”

      “Your boss?” I barely manage to keep from growling the question.

      “Yeah, well, Mario is the son of the owner and he’s the one to run the restaurant. They’re so nice and easy to work with. Knowing Mario, he’ll probably bring over leftovers for the night when they close.”

      “Does he do that a lot, bring over food for you?” It isn’t easy to loosen my grip on the steering wheel. The guy has a thing for her, he had sounded a little too worried about her.

      “He does a lot, I guess. Normally, I try to take it home when I leave but usually it’s quite a bit. He doesn’t want me to worry about dropping it. It’s a family restaurant and they really are like family. Mario’s mom is always so sweet, inviting me and the twins to family gatherings.” She really has no idea. Any other woman and I wouldn’t believe her obliviousness to the guy’s attention.

      A frown appears on her forehead. She is far too young for lines to have formed as deep as they have there. “Saying it out loud...Mario also usually manages to hang around for a while when he comes by, even when it’s late. I thought he understood, I’m not interested in a relationship. He asked me out months ago and was sweet about me turning him down.”

      “Sounds like he’s biding his time, hoping you’ll change your mind.” Damn it, she is far too naïve. She really doesn’t get he’s after her. The guy wants her—anyone who got close to her would want her.

      Another frown, as she shakes her head. “He’s just being nice.”

      She says it as if she’s trying to reassure herself as well as me. Anger flares within me, at the way he’s taking advantage of her lack of experience and weaseling his way into her life. “How long have you worked there?”

      “Two months, it took a while to get settled here. I didn’t realize I would be driving all over the metroplex. I had to ask to be limited to a handful of properties and it cut down on my hours. It wasn’t long before I figured out I needed a second job. At least the restaurant isn’t far from me. I can’t believe I just thought about you. How are you going to get home? I shouldn’t have let you drive me home.” Her concern is clear.

      “Don’t worry about it. I have a car I can send for, it’s not a problem.” I assure her. “Have you thought of trying to find something different from what you were doing before?”

      “Of course, but I’ve done it for so long and I’m good at it. I also don’t know of many things that would pay as well without a degree that I would enjoy as much. The property I worked at in Austin, I’d been there for eight years. I practically managed it on my own for the last three years. The manager, Tracy, was never there. Tracy was content to let me run it and only show up when the owner came by.” She sighs.

      Damn, no degree. However, with eight years of experience, it more than made up for the lack of a college education. “Why was she so lax in her responsibilities?”

      “She had no idea what she was doing, how to run the reports or close the books for the month end. Tracy had never even worked as a leasing agent on a property before. She was the niece of someone who worked in the corporate office. When my old boss left to come to Dallas for her husband’s job, Tracy was just supposed to fill in. Then she asked for my help and I handled everything, and the owner asked her to stay. So she kept the job without knowing what she was doing. She was thankful for what I did without ratting on her. Which wouldn’t have happened because they wouldn’t have done anything about it. Although, it did work out for me. She kept giving me raises I wouldn’t have gotten any other way. When I left, she promised she would give me a good reference.” Her frown is back and I long to wipe it away.

      “What do you mean they wouldn’t have done anything about it?” I ask more to keep from reaching out to her than anything.

      “The corporate office was very much: they don’t care what happens on the properties as long as leases are being signed. I’d never had any issues I thought needed to be reported. But I worked with other leasing agents that tried complaining about on-site issues and they were patted on the head and ignored. If I had complained or let them know what was going on, they would have at best ignored it, or at worse replaced me with someone who was willing to do her work without complaint.” Her hand runs through her long hair in agitation. I shift as my cock swells as my mind wonders what it would feel like to run my own hand through it.

      She sighs. “A few times I’ve thought about maybe getting my real estate license. Only there’s no security with it and after finding out how quickly my savings went in Austin—I just can’t make the jump without a net.”

      “The company you were with in Austin doesn’t have any properties in Dallas?”

      “No, they’re mainly in Austin, a few in Corpus and several in Houston. I considered Houston except I’ve always hated the heat and humidity and didn’t want to go back.” Her shrug is small, it’s clear she’s wondering if she made the right decision.

      As I pull into the driveway, anger rises in me again for a new reason. The neighborhood is as bad as I feared and the duplex is even worse. At one time it was white, but is now a mottled gray and it’s sagging. From here I can spot issues with the roof. I have little doubt it’s too hot in the summer and too cold in the winter. It is unacceptable for Carrie to live like this.

      Getting out of the car, I force a deep, calming breath. When Carrie rounds the car to me, my hand is once again at her back, needing to touch her all over again. It isn’t easy to hide my smile at the way a little gasp escapes her at my touch. “Let me handle them. I want to warn you now I’m not going to go easy on them, and I need your support. They are going to hate the both of us for a little while, but I need you to stand firm. In the end, I believe it is the best thing for them.”

      She nods.

      “Good girl.” The shy smile she gives me has my cock aching for her all over again.
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      Carrie

      Rafael’s hand at my back guides me up the steps ahead of him. It isn’t a large landing, and it feels like he takes it all up. He hands me the keys and I unlock the door. Scanning the living room, I realize Nelly, the next-door neighbor who was supposed to be watching the twins, is nowhere in sight. The twins are in front of the television playing games on the gaming console that was supposed to be locked in my room.

      “Where is Nelly? What the hell do you two think you’re doing? I locked those games up. You’re breaking into my room now?” I work hard not to yell.

      Elliott, always the smartass, answers, “They belong to us, we didn’t break in. We have a key. Nelly is lying down. She had a headache and Riley gave her the headache nighttime medicine by accident.”

      I take a deep breath as I fight not to lose it completely. There is no guilt on either of their faces. I have no doubt they gave Nelly the wrong pills on purpose. “You drugged Nelly? I cannot fucking believe you two. I’m done. I’m so done. I can’t do this anymore. Maybe you two do belong in juvenile detention.”

      Riley throws down his controller; until now he had barely looked at me. “Damn it, Carrie, you made me lose my game because you want to act like a dramatic cow. Who gives a shit? We aren’t going to juvie, you fucking wish. If we did end up there it would be three months or whatever max. We’re only kids without adult supervision because you’re never fucking home. It wasn’t our fault we weren’t raised right by our bitch of a sister. We’re just kids who’ve had a hard life because our mom died when we were little. Even a bad lawyer will get us off.”

      Rafael squeezes my shoulder as he leads me to the couch, pressing me firmly down. “I wasn’t wrong in the least about you two. One, you are not kids. You are old enough to know the difference between right and wrong and understand there are repercussions for your actions. Two, your sister won’t be paying for a lawyer, as she doesn’t have a cent to throw good money away on a lost cause like you two. Three, you think you’re smart. But you have to be the two stupidest teenagers in the state of Texas to piss me off.”

      The twins are studying him, finally paying attention. I have no doubt they’re sensing the raw power that radiates off Rafael, because I’m feeling it like a heater on blast.

      “You don’t know who I am, so I’ll tell you. I run the seventh largest construction company in the US and the biggest in Texas. I employ over three thousand people in the state of Texas and more than twelve thousand in the United States. I am extremely wealthy. Being that wealthy, things have a way of going exactly the way I want them to. If I go to the judge and tell him that I want you two sentenced to the maximum of three years, then you’ll both be there for three years. It won’t matter if you have the best lawyer in the state of Texas.” His words are a promise.

      The twins look at each other, then back to Rafael.

      “Now that your sister is thinking the way I want her to, I’m pressing charges. I’ll ask the judge to give you the maximum. Your sister deserves a break from running herself ragged trying to keep a roof over your heads while giving you as good of a life as she can. Maybe now she can take some time to take care of herself instead of two ungrateful brats.” Even I fight to shiver from the lethal delivery.

      I can’t look at the twins right now, it hurts too much. It isn’t about wanting a life of my own. It’s that no matter how hard I work, none of it is making a difference.

      “Carrie, what the fuck?! You’re going to let him throw us in juvie?” Elliott’s eyes are wide as he looks from me to Rafael.

      Riley’s voice goes high with fear. “Carrie, hey, come on.”

      I’m shaking my head. Even with Rafael considering not pressing charges, what happens the next time they get bored? When Rafael had mentioned the twins going after something or someone, I had wanted to scoff at him. In the moment, I couldn’t believe the twins would ever hurt a person. But less than an hour later they had done exactly that. I didn’t know them at all. Maybe they should be somewhere where they couldn’t hurt anyone else.

      “Sis, don’t be like this. We’re sorry, okay? We’ll do the job thing you want us to do, right, Riley?” Elliott pleads.

      “Yeah, Carrie, I’m sorry. Please, don’t do this. We’ll be good. We promise. You can’t let us go to juvie.”

      Letting loose a shaky breath, I fight tears. “I’m not letting anything happen. This is on you two. I’ve done all I can for you, it wasn’t enough. I tried to sit down and talk to you like the adults you keep telling me you are. Then you do these things. Three hundred thousand dollars in damages was what you cost this man. I don’t care how wealthy he is, costs like that cut into his company’s bottom line.”

      I swipe the tears that well up and fall. “I’ve tried grounding you off video games, you break into my room and steal it. You drugged a nice, sweet woman. I’m tired. I’m so tired of trying. It’s not working. I’m done.” Damn it, the beginning of a migraine is forming at the back of my head. “Great, now I’m getting a migraine.”

      Standing, I sway. Immediately, Rafael’s hand is around my arm to steady me.

      “I think you need to rest. Go lie down.” It’s a gentle yet firm order.

      “Carrie!” both twins cry out in unison. Shaking my head, I ignore them as I make my way into my room off the living room, closing the door. Despite the black-out curtains darkening the room so much I can barely see, I don’t turn on the lights. From previous experience, the light would make my migraine even more painful. Kicking off my shoes in the general direction of my walk-in closet, I stumble toward my bed. Burying my face in the pillow, I pray the migraine doesn’t go full blown.
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      Rafael

      Watching Carrie walk unsteadily into her room, with tears in her beautiful blue eyes I fight the urge to become violent. Glaring at the two young teens, they look worried. However, not nearly enough as far as I’m concerned.

      “You two, in your room now.” To give them credit, they don’t argue. Without a word, they nearly run down the hallway to their room.

      Pulling out my phone, I call my little brother. Matteo picks up on the second ring. “Hey, Rafe, what’s up?”

      “How do I stop a migraine?” I don’t bother with small talk. As a doctor, Matteo is used to being bothered with medical questions.

      “You’re having migraines, Rafe?” His concern clear.

      “No, not me. How do I stop it?” Frustration rises in me at the idea of Carrie in pain.

      “Have the person drop meds immediately. Caffeine is the best thing they can take over the counter. Coffee or a Coke, have them drink it down fast, at least twelve ounces if they can take it. Aspirin is the best over the counter for it. Most migraines are from stress, a hot cloth on the back of the neck is a good way of relieving tension.”

      “Thanks, Matteo. I gotta go.” Ending the call, I go into the small kitchen. I flinch at the worn linoleum and the appliances. Fuck, I need to get her out of here. Opening the refrigerator, I find a can of Coke and pop the lid. I make another call, this time it’s answered on the first ring.

      “Mr. Castillo, how can I help you, sir?”

      “Rick, I need you to run a background and employment check on a Carrie Whitney.” I open her purse. Finding her wallet, I read off her driver’s license number and address from Austin. Her given name is Caroline, but the formal name doesn’t fit the soft and sweet woman. Carrie is much better. The sight of her social security card has me tensing all over again. Keeping her social security card in her wallet is a huge risk—her purse could easily be stolen and her identity with it.

      “Will do, I can get it to you by close of day tomorrow.”

      Not good enough. “I need it two hours ago.”

      Rick knows not to argue, hesitating for only a moment. “I’ll scan and email everything I can get within the next hour.”

      I’m about to hang up when he continues.

      “I just want to say thank you for allowing me to continue to serve you and your company. I did the background check on Celeste Handley myself. I saw nothing to indicate the issues that have come up.” He apologizes.

      I go still. “What issues?”

      “Benito didn’t tell you?” He asks.

      “No, when and what happened?” Anger flares at Benito’s hiding of a major issue. Celeste Handley is the manager for the building I own and live in.

      “Last week it came to light she has been out renting out condos for short stays off the books. Benito has me doing background checks on two people he’s thinking of hiring in her place once he fires her.”

      Fuck no. “Drop the checks, from now on if Benito calls you, you hang up and call me to tell me what was discussed. Focus on Carrie Whitney.”

      Hanging up, I call my head of security. “Dennis, call in the police. Take them to my building and have them arrest Celeste Handley for theft. I want her held without bond until I can find out how much she’s gotten away with.”

      I consider calling and ripping a strip off Benito, but the sight of
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