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      Phoebe

      

      Phoebe struggled to get free of Kevin’s grip as his hands squeezed around her throat, the rain and wind lashing at them while the storm raged and she fought for her life. The boat pitched on the angry black ocean, sending them both sprawling against the wet deck, freeing her from his grip, leaving her gasping for air in a fight for survival.

      The deck was too slick for her to gain purchase as it tilted and rolled in the storm—not that there was anywhere to escape to. When he lunged for her, she kicked out at him, still sprawled on the wet wood, wondering how it had all gone so wrong, how a man she once loved now wanted her dead.

      Kevin grabbed her leg, his fingers locking around her ankle, dragging her back to him as she screamed and landed a kick to his groin. His grip loosened, and she knew it was now or never. This was her only chance. If she didn’t get off his boat, she’d end up dead. And though she may drown in the cold, dark sea, she knew they weren’t that far from shore—though the icy water might kill her before she ever made it back to land.

      Somehow she managed to get to her feet, fear and doubt threatening to cripple her. But with Kevin ready to lunge for her, she did the only thing she could.

      She leapt.

      The ice-cold water and darkness surrounded her, stealing her breath and freezing her limbs rigid as she desperately tried to push her way back to the surface. A muted shot rang out, piercing the water next to her, as she pushed herself to get as far from the boat as possible. Her lungs burned with the lack of oxygen as she broke the surface, but only for a moment, sucking in a huge breath before plunging back under, a shot grazing her arm as she tried to get her bearings and swim towards the shore.

      The angry ocean tossed her about like a piece of seaweed caught in its tumultuous current, threatening to drown her as she moved on pure instinct and survival. The cold was slowing everything—her arms, her legs, her thoughts—as she did her best to stay afloat. And though the shots continued to ring out, they now seemed to be farther away.

      She flipped onto her back, knowing it’d be easier for her to stay afloat, especially as the darkness and cold threatened to consume her. There…a light…off in the distance…or was it just her mind slowing and a lack of oxygen, as water tried to fill her lungs? If she could just make it to shore…if she could just keep the darkness away…

      And then she was floating in the inky blackness and numbing cold, carried away by Neptune’s wrath.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Hawke

      

      Hawke pulled up the collar on his wool pea coat as he walked the beach, the frigid wind still whipping in off the ocean after last night’s storm. He loved the quiet solitude of the place, happy to have inherited their remote home on a private island off the shores of Maine. He had no need for the outside world, and when they needed to conduct business, Hawke was happy to leave it up to his twin, Archer, who loved the bustle of the city.

      It wasn’t just the remoteness of the place, though. The rugged wilderness of the area also gave Hawke the inspiration he needed for his work, especially when the sky was grey and the sea was raging—not that he’d been feeling inspired as of late. He hated that it’d been months since he’d painted anything, drifting to his photography instead, though it didn’t fulfill him creatively in the same way.

      Picking up the ball Guinness dropped at his feet, Hawke gave it a hard throw, hoping to tire out his pup, who was too large, too rambunctious, and far too happy to chew his way through half their belongings, earning him a permanent ban from the art studio.

      The waves were still coming in hard, but the tide had receded, leaving driftwood and seaweed washed up on the beach and dunes. Guinness barked—and then barked again like a crazy fiend. Hawke swore that if the dog was rolling around in rotten fish again, he was going to use the mutt as fish bait. But it wasn’t that…not at all. “Fuck.”

      Hawke ate up the distance to Guinness and dropped to his knees, his heart hammering inside his chest as adrenaline pumped through his veins. Where the hell had she come from?

      Hoping she was still alive, he gently turned the woman onto her back and checked for a pulse, trying to ignore how stunningly beautiful she was—and how pale—her dark red hair a stark contrast to her nearly blue skin. There—she still had a pulse, though it was faint and thready, her skin like ice to the touch.

      Yanking off his pea coat, he quickly covered her in it and scooped her into his arms, knowing he had to get her warmed up before it was too late, her condition already tenuous and dire at best. The house wasn’t far, and he made it back in record time, her soaked body cradled against his chest, cold and fragile as he held her tight. “Nearly there, love. I’ve got you…just hold on.”

      The moment he was over the threshold, he was calling out for Archer as he moved toward his bedroom, with Guinness quick on his heels. He had to get her warmed up and out of her wet clothes.

      Archer walked in and immediately cursed under his breath, while Hawke put her down on the sofa and attempted to get her undressed, the fabric of her drenched clothes clinging to her limbs and body, making it difficult to strip her down. “What the hell happened?”

      “Guinness found her washed up on shore, though how she ended up here, I haven’t a fucking clue.” They were the only ones on the island, and though the mainland wasn’t far, it was still a remote part of Maine and he didn’t think she was one of the locals. Then there was also the little fact that no one in their right mind would have been out swimming in the Atlantic in the middle of November.

      “We’ll need to raise her body temperature.” Archer dropped to his side and helped him with her wet clothing, so that they finally managed to strip her down naked.

      It was hard not to feel like he was somehow violating a complete stranger, but the closest doctor was on the mainland over an hour away. Though they didn’t have to boat to shore thanks to the private road and bridge they’d built to connect them to the mainland, Hawke doubted she’d last long enough to make it to the doctor’s. What they needed to do was get her core temperature up before it was too late.

      Worried about her, Hawke cursed under his breath as he started to scoop her up, when he spotted the blood on her arm. “Fuck…she’s been shot.”

      Luckily, the bullet had gone straight through the muscular part of her upper arm. He wasn’t fucking liking this one bit. Someone had shot her—and what? Tossed her into the sea? Not that her wound was enough to kill her, although the ocean would have certainly managed that just fine.

      Archer pulled back the covers on Hawke’s bed. “The wound can wait until after we’ve gotten her temperature up. Get her under the covers, and then strip down. Use your body heat to get her warm, while I go and call the doctor—and the police.”

      “Not the police. Not until we know what happened to her. If someone wants her dead and they catch wind of someone washing up on our beach with a gunshot wound, they’re going to come after her.” The thought that someone had tried to harm her left him pissed off, with a rage coursing through him. He didn’t know what the hell trouble she’d gotten herself into, but there was no way he’d be letting her come to harm while she was in his care.

      Not that any of that mattered at the moment. They needed to bring her temperature up and stabilize her or whoever wanted her dead would get their wish.

      With Archer gone to contact their doctor—a man they could trust—Hawke scooped her naked body into his arms and got her under the covers, before quickly ridding himself of his clothing. Not exactly the ideal circumstances for getting naked with a gorgeous woman, and he had no doubt she’d scream bloody murder and there’d be hell to pay if she came to and found herself, not only naked, but with him naked next to her—even if he kept his briefs on.

      Knowing there was little he could do about their circumstances and their options were few, he climbed into bed next to her and pulled the covers up over them. Scooping her into his arms, he pulled her small body to his, spooning her from behind and holding her close as he fought the shiver that ran through him. She was ice-cold, and felt small and far too delicate in his arms. How she managed to survive the brutal Atlantic Ocean and someone trying to kill her, he hadn’t a clue.

      Desperate to warm her as quickly possible, he tried his best to cover as much of her body as possible, wrapping his arms and legs around her and holding her tight. And though he knew it was so fucking wrong, his body had a mind of its own, immediately reacting to the nearness of her, his cock going hard as it nestled between her ass cheeks.

      Fuck…it had just been way too long. Though he liked his privacy—needed it, even—it didn’t exactly make it easy to get laid as often as he’d like. And even then…things were just…complicated—especially since he rarely left the island and the nearest city was hours away. He was basically a recluse, most thinking that his brother was the famous artist—a lie he was happy to keep alive, and easy enough to perpetuate when few even knew that he and Archer were identical twins.

      She stirred in his arms, sending his heart racing, although she still didn’t wake, and probably wouldn’t for days to come. Not after all she’d been through. When Archer walked back into the room, he reluctantly shifted his attention away from her and to his brother. “Well?”

      “Dr. Foster said we need to elevate the temperature of her core, being careful not to draw blood to her limbs, which would pull it away from her heart. As for the bullet wound, we need to bandage it and make sure we control the bleeding. He’s offered to come out to the island, but it could be a couple days before he can manage it, since he’s out of town at some conference.” Archer tossed a few more blankets on the bed, nestled a couple of hot water bottles against her torso, and then started stripping off his clothes. “Has she warmed up any?”

      Dr. Foster was one of the few people they trusted to keep their secrets, but Hawke would have felt better if their little sea nymph was seen to properly before she succumbed to hypothermia. “She still feels frozen to me.”

      “You can go if you want.” Archer pulled back the covers on the opposite side of the bed and sidled up to her in an attempt to warm her.

      “I’m staying. Even if she sees me, I doubt she’ll remember it. Not in the condition she’s in.” He’d take his chances—because there was something about her he wasn’t ready to walk away from.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Archer

      

      Archer couldn’t quite believe that his brother was staying. Hawke had issues…issues caused by one fucker of a stepfather…issues he himself was spared because Hawke had done all he could to protect him, taking the brunt of the abuse to keep him safe.

      As a result, Hawke didn’t deal with people or the outside world, which was a fucking shame, since there was a world of inspiration out there to be explored and experienced. The fact that he’d taken an interest in this beautiful stranger was unexpected, and as far as Archer was concerned, a huge step in the right direction.

      If she somehow allowed Hawke to live a more normal life instead of escaping from it, then Archer would do all he could to make sure that she not only got better, but she stuck around, especially since Hawke only seemed more and more withdrawn these days. He wasn’t even painting, and in the past that had been one of the few things that allowed him some relief from the demons that haunted him.

      The day slipped into night, and though they’d managed to warm her up, she’d yet to open her eyes, leaving him worried about her. It’d be easy enough for infection to set into her wound, and though they managed to clean it and get it bandaged, they hadn’t done much else.

      Her color was better at least. He’d never seen anyone look so blue, as if she’d been touched by the heart of winter. Luckily, the blue had subsided, and though she was still pale, especially in contrast to her thick, mahogany red hair, her cheeks were now flushed with a touch of pink. In the dim light of the room as he held her close, he’d counted the smattering of freckles that danced across her pixie nose, and the truth was there was an ethereal quality to her, like she wasn’t quite of this world.

      He could see Hawke painting her as a mermaid washed ashore—and hoped he would. It’d be good to see him painting again, and not just because he had buyers clamoring for another piece of “their” work. Although Hawke was the artist, Archer was the one who went out into the world, pretending to be “Jackson,” the famous painter. It was why few knew that there were two of them. It was just how Hawke preferred to live his life—away from the city and the public, the media. Whereas Archer had no problem with the limelight, the attention, the women.

      And every so often, Archer would bring someone home with him, someone who didn’t know about the art or who they were, and…well…he’d share. It was easy enough to find women who didn’t mind being blindfolded—nor did they mind someone else joining them in bed. It wasn’t ideal, but after the sacrifices Hawke had made for him, he’d do anything and everything for his brother.

      With her temperature back to normal, Archer knew they were taking a chance with both of them being there, since she might very well wake up. “We probably don’t need to keep her warm any longer, and even if we stay to keep an eye on her, one of us needs to go, Hawke.”

      His brother pulled her closer to him, his blue eyes dark in the dimmed light. “I know. And I will. Just not quite yet.”

      “I’ll go then.” Archer slipped out of bed and got dressed when she started to stir. And then she sat up and started to scream and lash out as if fighting an unknown enemy. “Fuck…”

      Hawke caught her, turning her so she’d focus on him. “It’s okay…you’re safe now. No one’s going to hurt you. You have my word.”

      But before she said even a single word, her eyes rolled back and she went limp in Hawke’s arms. He laid her back once more while Archer sat on the edge of the bed and pressed a hand to her forehead. “I don’t know, Hawke. I’m really worried about her. But…one of us has to go. We can’t risk her seeing both of us together.”

      “You should stay with her then. I think I might head to the studio for a bit.” Hawke slipped out of bed and grabbed his clothing, his gaze taking her in as if for inspiration. “You’ll let me know if she wakes?”

      “Yeah…of course.” Archer tried to mask just how excited he was for his twin, not wanting Hawke to second-guess things. It had just been so long since Hawke painted anything, and Archer knew that his brother needed to paint to help keep the darkness and demons at bay.

      With Hawke gone, Archer sat on the side of the bed to look at their guest, his heart still hammering inside his chest from when she’d screamed out. He didn’t know what she’d been through, but the thought of someone hurting her was enough to have his blood boiling. And it was then, when she shifted her head with a moan, that he saw the marks around her neck. Rage consumed him as he was hit with all too vivid an image of someone trying to strangle her. And what? When that didn’t work, they shot her?

      Who the fuck had tried to hurt her? Why did they want her dead? And who the hell was she?

      He got up and went to the hastily discarded pile of clothes, and started going through her things, hoping for some sort of clue to her identity. Her clothes were still wet, and cold to the touch. Grabbing her jeans, he went from one pocket to the next, but came up empty. She’d been wearing a long-sleeved t-shirt, so no pockets there, but given that it was November, she’d also had on a jacket—and that was a treasure trove of wet receipts, damp cough drops, Chapstick, and a small coin purse with a small amount of money, a credit card, and a license. Perfect.

      Phoebe Nicholls, of Rockport, MA. Archer stuffed the ID into the back pocket of his jeans as he took her in, his mind running through the possibilities of who could possibly be after her. Given that she didn’t look like a hardened criminal, the remaining possibilities seemed endless.

      “Who wants you dead, Phoebe Nicholls—and why?”
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      Phoebe

      

      Phoebe felt herself falling through the darkness, the bitter cold ocean threatening to drown her in its inky depths as she tried to swim back to the surface. If she could just grab another breath of air, if she could just swim to shore…but then Kevin’s hand closed around her ankle and he pulled her deep into the depths of the angry dark sea, as she kicked and lashed out to get free of him, his grip too strong.

      She startled awake, her body shaking with the tremors of her dream as she tried to make out the room in the darkness, all of it unfamiliar. Where was Kevin? Had she gotten away or did he have her even now?

      “It’s okay, Phoebe… You’re safe.” She turned toward the unfamiliar voice, her heart racing to realize that she wasn’t alone. The man sat forward in the plush chair, his face catching the light from the fire in the fireplace.

      “Where…where am I?” Her voice sounded crackly and hoarse, as if from disuse. And how did he know her name?

      Unsure of her situation, she scanned the darkened room to try to find a way to escape. She tried to sit up, when pain, sharp and strong, spiked through her arm and shoulder, every muscle screaming in response to the sudden movement, no doubt sore from her fight with Kevin and the swim afterwards.

      “Easy there… You washed up on the beach. And you’re injured—a gunshot wound to your arm and shoulder.” He stood up and slowly approached her, as if trying to gain the trust of a wounded and scared animal that might bolt at any moment, and then slowly sat down on the far end of the bed. “You nearly drowned, and you were hypothermic…you washed up on the beach.”

      Adrenaline surged through her body as her memories started to come back to her—Kevin, his boat, him trying to strangle her, the cold ocean, and the gunshots. She looked down at her shoulder, and found it bandaged. But it was also then that she realized she wasn’t wearing any clothes. Panic spiked through her once again, her fatigued muscles tensing and ready to fight. “You undressed me.”

      He put up his hands, showing her he wasn’t a threat, as his kind gaze locked on hers. “I had to get you warmed up. You weren’t going to survive if I didn’t get you out of your freezing wet clothes. But I swear, you’ve come to no harm here.”

      “How did you know my name?” There was so much that wasn’t making sense, and her head felt like she was swimming through pea soup, her thoughts muddled and slow to come. “And who are you?”

      “Your license was in your jacket pocket. And my name’s…Jackson.” He relaxed a little when a giant black dog nudged his hand to be comforted and looked at her in worry. Jackson gave his dog a scratch, as if reassuring the pup that everything was okay, before he turned his keen blue eyes to her. “You’ve been here for two days. We’re rather remote up this way, but the doctor should be here in the morning. He’ll be glad to know you’re awake, though I’m still worried about an infection setting into your arm. I don’t suppose you know who tried to hurt you?”

      Kevin… She had to go…had to get out of there before he found her. And with the entire police department at his disposal, he could easily do just that. “I need to leave.”

      “Sweetheart…you can’t go. You’re not well, and no offense, but if the marks around your neck and the gunshot wound to your shoulder are anything to go by, then it’s not safe for you to go home. But you can stay here on the island as long as you need to.” He reached out and gave her hand a squeeze as if to reassure her that everything would be okay, and amazingly enough, despite everything she’d been through, despite Jackson being a total stranger, it worked. She may not know him, but for some reason, she trusted him.

      “Thank you—not just for the offer, but for saving me.” Did Kevin think she was dead? Or would he be coming after her? She knew what he was like, and he would stop at nothing to see her dead. As far as he was concerned, she was his—always would be. And if he couldn’t have her, then no one would. She fought back the shiver of fear and panic that wanted to cripple her, knowing she couldn’t give in to it if she had any hope of surviving her nightmare. “You’re right that it’s not safe for me, but that also means that if I stay here, I could be putting you in danger, and I can’t do that. I really need to go.”

      “I don’t know who you’re running from, but you’re safe here. I own the entire island, and there’s no other home here. The area is remote, and the bridge connecting us to the mainland is up. But…I also think there’s a good chance that whoever tried to hurt you probably thinks you’re dead, given that you’re damn lucky to have washed up on shore alive. If you just lie low for a while, he might move on.” Jackson ran a rough hand across his stubbled chin, and it was then that she finally had a moment to realize just how handsome he was. He couldn’t be more than a year or two older than her own twenty-six years, and he was tall and muscularly built—that much she could tell, even with him sitting down.

      “You don’t know him—he won’t rest until he finds me. If my body doesn’t turn up in a morgue, he’ll just keep looking, and that means I’ll be putting you in danger if I stay.” And yet…where the hell would she go? And how the hell would she manage it? If Kevin was monitoring her accounts, he’d know she was alive. That meant she had no cash available to her, unless she could get to her apartment. But that, too, was a risk, since he’d no doubt be keeping an eye on it. “If I could just stay another day or two until I can figure things out, I’d be forever thankful.”

      Jackson genuinely looked worried about her, and she swore, she couldn’t remember the last time someone had showed her this sort of kindness. “You can stay as long as you’d like, Phoebe. I honestly mean that.”

      “I truly appreciate it.” She was suddenly overwhelmed by everything that had happened to her, including the fact that she could stop running and being scared, even if it was just for a few days. Her relief was overwhelming, and she found herself helpless to keep the tears from flowing over. “I can’t thank you enough…”

      “Hey…it’ll be okay.” Wiping her tears with a gentle touch, he gathered her into his strong arms and held her close, his hand running over her hair as he soothed her. “You’ve been through a lot, but I swear, you’re safe now. I won’t let anything happen to you, Phoebe.”

      And for the first time in a very long time, she put her trust in someone, too tired to keep fighting on her own.

      [image: ]

      The doctor who came to visit her the following morning was a kind, older gentleman who was quick and efficient in his examination of her. Jackson never strayed farther than necessary, and even when he did have to go, Guinness stayed behind, having taken up residence at the foot of the bed, as if on constant watch, protecting her from any threats. And when the doctor decided she needed stitches, it was Jackson’s hand that she held tight, burying her head against his shoulder and breathing in his masculine scent, the safety of his arms unlike anything she’d ever known.

      The doctor packed away his things into a worn leather satchel. “Your body is still recovering, so you’ll need to rest and slowly start getting some food into your system so you’re strong enough to fight off any infection. Also, make sure you take the full course of antibiotics, and your bandages will need to be changed daily. If you start to run a fever or if you start to see a puss-like discharge from your wound, you’ll need to call me immediately.”

      “I will. Thank you.” Rest and food sounded perfect, and truth be told, she’d been downright exhausted even before getting shot. Running from Kevin and having to constantly look over her shoulder the last two years had left her stressed and weary.

      Jackson saw the doctor out, and then returned with a large bag, brimming with clothes that he set aside not far from the bed. “I figured you might need to get dressed at some point, in something other than my hand-me-downs. Your jeans seemed to be in decent shape, but your top and jacket were ruined by the gunshot, and if you’re going to stay for a bit, you’ll need more than just one outfit.”

      “Jackson…I don’t know how I’m ever going to repay you for all of this. You don’t know what you’ve truly done for me by letting me stay here.” And he’d asked for nothing in return. It was hard for her to trust people, especially after what she went through with Kevin, but somehow, Jackson seemed to have a way of easing her fears, and making her feel safe.

      “I’m glad to hear it. Like I said, you can stay as long as you’d like, Phoebe. Honestly, I like having the company, since this place can get pretty lonely when it’s just me and Guinness.” The dog’s ears perked up when he heard his name. “Even Guinness likes having you here. Hasn’t chewed his way through any furniture or remote controls since you got here.”

      She had to laugh, reaching out to give the giant dog a scratch. “I promise not to make myself a nuisance.”

      Phoebe figured that if Jackson was living on such a remote island all alone, then there was likely a reason for it. Not that it was any of her business. She was just relieved to have a safe place to hide out. And though she hadn’t really left her room, she could be stuck hiding out in far worse places. From what she could tell, she was in some sort of Victorian Golden Age mansion, reminiscent of the mansions one found in Newport, RI, built when the wealthiest of families would get away to the New England coast for their summer holiday.

      Cupping the back of her neck, Jackson bent down and kissed her forehead, sending her heart racing with a wealth of jumbled emotions. “Just get better, okay?”

      All she could do is nod and ignore her racing heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Hawke

      

      “I want to paint her, Archer. I need to.” Hawke knew most people wouldn’t understand that sort of thing, but it wasn’t something he could deny himself and still stay sane. When he got an idea, found a subject—found his muse—he had to paint, the need overwhelming, all-consuming, constantly invading his thoughts until he could focus on nothing else.

      “I know you do.” And it was true…Archer certainly knew what it was like, and he respected Hawke’s process. “But…this won’t be easy if we’re going to keep her from knowing there’s two of us.”

      “We could tell her.” It was a simple enough solution.

      “Maybe we’ll be able to in the future, if she decides to stick around for any length of time. But we don’t know her, Hawke. I really do like her, and I want to trust her—but I don’t know that we can tell her the truth just yet, especially when we don’t know what sort of trouble she has following her.” Archer played with his glass of whiskey, swirling the amber liquid in the light of the fire. “For now I think it’s best if we just stick to being Jackson.” Their shared middle name.

      They’d played this game before. Hawke didn’t pretend to be Archer, and Archer didn’t pretend to be him. They just became one—Jackson—with one brother picking up where the other had left off. It was a game they’d certainly played when it came to women. And yet things felt different when it came to Phoebe, though he wasn’t quite sure why.

      Maybe it was because she’d been in such a fragile position when he’d found her. He didn’t like the idea of deceiving her, and yet he knew that for now, his brother was right. As popular as his paintings were, that sort of news would spread like wildfire, and it could potentially ruin his career and send the media to his front door. People didn’t like being deceived, even if it was his prerogative not to use his real name. Authors got to use pen names, performers picked personas, and yet it wasn’t the norm for fine art.

      “If you want to paint her, I think it’s great—though she might not agree to it, skittish as she is. And she is definitely skittish.” Archer finished his whiskey and set his glass aside. “We’ll need to be careful, though. If need be, use the corridors to keep her from figuring out that there are two of us.”

      The house on the island had been in their family since the late 1800s, and bespoke of the wealth that came with the Townsend name. But Seth Townsend, the founder of the estate, had been a little odd and a good bit paranoid. As a result, the house he’d built as a summer escape had more than a few hidden corridors and rooms, and since the place was large enough, it was easy enough for one not to notice that the dimensions didn’t always measure up.

      Needing to see Phoebe again, Hawke wandered into the kitchen, and put together a tray of food for her. It’d been several days since she washed up on shore, and was finally starting to get some of her strength back, though he worried that as she started feeling better, she’d also start looking to leave—and the thought of her taking off and leaving them was fucking doing his head in. He had to find a way to get her to stay, and frankly, he’d do whatever it took to make that happen.

      He knocked on her door, letting himself in once she’d given him admittance. “How are you feeling?”

      She set aside the book she’d been reading as she lounged on the bed atop the covers, dressed in thermal leggings, rag wool socks, a tank top, and an unbuttoned flannel shirt. It was nearly enough to do him in, and it took all he had not to pull her into his arms and ravage her. “A lot better. Thanks for asking. I should be able to get out of your hair soon.”

      “You know there’s no rush. Besides, I’m not sure how wise that would be anyway. Not if someone’s still out there trying to kill you.” Hawke set the tray down on the bedside table, trying to rein in his anger at the thought of some asshole harming her. Abusive fucker. They were all the same—sadists on power trips.

      She’d yet to say anything about the circumstances that had landed her in her current predicament, and yet it didn’t take a fucking genius to figure out the basics. And though he didn’t want to push her for answers, knowing all too well that some secrets were better left alone, he was desperate to keep her safe, and he could only do that if he had all the facts.

      “It’s been nearly a week, Jackson. And don’t think I didn’t notice that I’ve kicked you out of your own bedroom.” Phoebe bit her bottom lip and sat forward, crossing her legs. “I can’t just stay here forever. At some point you’re going to have to kick me out.”

      He sat down on the bed next to her, and cupped her cheek, unable to resist touching her and knowing that Archer felt the same irresistible draw to her. “Stay, Phoebe. I like having you here, and unless your other problems have resolved themselves, then you’re safer staying here where it’s unlikely anyone will find you. As for my bedroom…” A mischievous smile kicked up on his lips, though he couldn’t remember the last time it’d been there. “There are a few ways to resolve that issue.”

      Fuck…he wanted her. Hell…she’d been his only thought since she washed up on the shore. And he’d be damned if he was going to let her get away. Pulling her close, he took in the feel of her in his arms, the way her curves pressed against his body, the way her breath caught as her head tilted toward his, expectantly waiting, caught in a moment of tension and possibilities.

      He knew that he could easily scare her away, given her circumstances, and yet, in that moment, he could do nothing but kiss her, as if caught in her spell, his lips lingering until their kiss deepened just long enough to let her know how badly he wanted her. He could sense her pulse racing as he reluctantly ended their kiss, though he was unable to let her go, especially when she wasn’t putting any distance between them.

      “Jackson…I really like you. But you don’t know what you’re getting yourself into.” She let out a shuddered breath as if trying to be strong, as if trying to beat back her demons. “Trust me when I tell you, I’m not worth the aggravation.”

      “Then you don’t know your true value. And believe me when I tell you, I know exactly what I’m getting myself into.” His mind flashed to images of his stepfather before he had a chance to lock them away. “Tell me what happened to you, and we’ll deal with it together. Someone may have hurt you, but they won’t get to fucking do it again. I’m going to keep you safe, Phoebe. You have my word.”

      He’d kill the bastard who hurt her—and there was no fucking way he was letting anyone lay a goddamned finger on her.

      “It’s just a nightmare…”

      She sounded so…exhausted. And he knew how hopeless an abusive situation could feel.

      “Is the mafia after you?” He kept his tone matter-of-fact, even though he was joking, hoping to push some of her darkness away. And when her lips kicked up in a smile, his heart felt lighter than it’d ever had.

      “No. Luckily I’ve managed to stay clear of them.”

      Hawke tilted his head in question. “Some gold-toothed drug lord? Your pimp?”

      She swatted at his arm playfully with a laugh. “Are you saying you think I’m some sort of prostitute?”

      His brows perked as he gave her a sultry smile, though it was clear he was still teasing her. “Sweetheart, if you are, this could get a whole lot more fun in a hurry.”

      “You’re awful, Jackson.” But she was laughing despite all her problems, and he hadn’t ever heard a sweeter sound.

      His mood then turned toward the serious, knowing he needed information if he had any hope of keeping her away from this ass. “Then tell me, little one…who tried to hurt you?”

      When she looked down at her hands, avoiding his gaze, he twined his fingers with hers. “It was my ex. I left him over two years ago—and I’ve been hiding and running ever since.”

      Hawke tried to control his anger, and was doing a fucking lousy job of it. “Have you gotten a restraining order against him?”

      “He’s on the police force—and to make matters worse, he comes from a family that’s well-connected and wealthy. I got a restraining order, for all the good it did. Instead, I just had his buddies on the force constantly harassing me, pulling me over, threatening me. In the end, it was easier to just leave…disappear…except that he keeps managing to find me. Wants me to know that I belong to him and if he can’t have me, no one will.” Though she held back any tears that may have been threatening, her entire body started to shake uncontrollably. “Shit…I’m sorry.”

      “There’s nothing to be sorry about.” Hawke pulled her into his arms, and held her tightly to him, doing his best to soothe her as he fought through the fury that was raging inside him. And there was more there…because he knew firsthand about bullies like her ex who liked to scare and control other people, like to hurt them for their kicks, and he refused to let her come to harm again. “I fucking swear, I’ll do all in my power to keep you safe and make sure he pays for what he’s done to you.”

      She pulled out of his arms, looking up at him with pleading eyes. “He’ll hurt you, Jackson. And I won’t be able to live with myself if you come to harm because of me.”

      “Sweetheart, if he tries hurting you, he’ll be the one who’ll have to worry.” He brushed the hair from her eyes, his breath catching at the sight of her with her luminous skin and thick, dark hair.

      Unable to resist, he nuzzled her before catching her mouth in another kiss, his tongue dancing with hers as his cock went hard, desperate to have her. Her hands knotted in his shirt as he deepened their kiss, and he swore, he could think of little else but claiming her, ravishing her, right there in his bed, her soft curves and willing body cradled in his arms as he took her with an intensity that refused to be denied.

      And it was why he should push her away, even if it seemed like an impossibility. He was still dealing with his own demons, and already, he cared about her far too much. “Fuck, Phoebe…I know the last thing you need is me wanting you, but I do…so fucking bad.”

      He was like some goddamned fucking horny teenager, unable to control his damned hormones. But he’d never wanted anyone the way he wanted Phoebe, and it was making him crazy and impatient.

      With a shy smile, she slipped her hand in his. “I’m flattered…I really am. But things are complicated and the last thing I want to do is drag you into my mess of a life. I’m sorry…especially after all you’ve done for me, but…my head’s really messed up right about now.”

      “Of course it is. And I get that…I really do. I don’t mean to scare you off, and I also don’t want you thinking that you’re in any way obligated because you’re staying here. Which is why I’m hoping you’ll say yes to my offer.” He took a deep breath, hoping she’d agree to the proposition he was about to make her. Because if she didn’t, he didn’t think he could deal with the darkness that would come if she left. “I want you to stay here—as my muse.”

      Humor and confusion vied for attention as her brow creased, and her lips kicked up in a small smile. “Your muse? I don’t get it, Jackson. Are you some sort of writer?”

      “I paint—except that I haven’t painted anything in over six months—or rather I hadn’t, until you washed up on the shore. Seems like having you around is just what I needed.” He took a deep breath to slow the hammering of his heart and rein in the darkness. “I want to paint you, Phoebe—and I’m willing to pay you handsomely for the privilege.”

      “Wait…Jackson…Jackson Townsend?” She shook her head as if trying to clear it. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “I’m not. I’d require six months of your time. Maybe longer. You’d stay here, and you’d work around my schedule, which can sometimes be erratic. But it’d give you the opportunity to keep a low profile so your ex doesn’t find you, and you’ll have whatever you need to start a new life. Just name your price, Phoebe.”

      “That’s insane.” When he gave her a stern look that told her he wasn’t kidding, she rolled her eyes. “Fine—one hundred thousand dollars for six months.”

      “Try again—and this time aim higher.” Money was of little consequence to him. He and his brother were heirs to an immeasurable fortune, and his paintings were highly sought after.

      Her eyes went wide as she gave him a sarcastic glare. “Fine. Two hundred thousand.”

      All he could do is shake his head with a laugh. “I’ll give you a million—but you’re mine for six months.”

      Her eyes went wide as she shifted back away from him in shock. “You’re insane.”

      “No, sweetheart…I’m rich. There’s a difference.”
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      Archer

      

      “Did she agree to model for you?” Archer hated to admit it, but he wanted nothing more than for Phoebe to stay with them.

      Hawke had told him about her ex, and it fucking pissed him off to know some asshole had put her through that sort of thing. There was no fucking way he could let her go back to the mainland just to have her psycho ex try to murder her again.

      “She wants to think about it.” Hawke paced the floor, burning off excess energy—which was making Archer crazy, and putting him on edge.

      “It’s not as though she knows us, Hawke. She has no reason to trust us, and after all she’s been through, of course she’s going to be wary. But we’ll get her to come around. Okay?” They had to, because if they didn’t get her to stay, Archer knew Hawke’s darkness would be even worse than it had been before he found Phoebe on the beach. Losing her would send Hawke into a tailspin he might not recover from. “I’ll speak to her. See if I can convince her to stay.”

      Hawke nodded, and finally stopped pacing. “And in the meantime, I want this ex of hers found and monitored.”

      “No fucking way, Hawke. And don’t glare at me. I get it. You want him to pay for hurting Phoebe—and I feel the same way. But there’s a good chance that putting a tail on him will only make him suspicious that Phoebe’s not dead. You said he’s a cop, right? Do you really think he won’t pick up on someone tailing him?” They couldn’t take the risk, though he knew it might be an even greater risk not to know what that asshole was up to. “Let’s just get her to agree to stay, and then we can figure out the rest.”

      Hawke nodded, though he still looked like a knotted bundle of nerves and rage. “I’m going to head to the gym. Burn off some of this energy before I head to the studio. If you want to try to get her up and out of her room—maybe head out, since it’s a decent day—then that’ll probably do her some good. She’s been cooped up, and the last thing we need is for her to start wandering around the place on her own.”

      “I’ll do that.” Archer put a hand on his brother’s shoulder before heading to see Phoebe, who was looking a lot healthier these days. He found her standing by the window, looking out at the blue sky and ocean. “I was thinking you’re probably getting a bit claustrophobic since you’ve barely left this room. How are you feeling?”

      “A lot better. It only really hurts if I try to lift my arm, and even that feels pretty damn good, considering I was shot. But…you’re right.” She gave him a crooked smile and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, making her look even more pixie-like. “I wouldn’t mind getting out for a bit.”

      “Of course—and you don’t need to stay in your room. Feel free to move around the house.” Hopefully they’d be able to keep track of her—or they’d need to come clean about there being two of them. Maybe once they knew if she was staying. He closed the distance between them, drawn to her as if under some spell, and tangled his fingers with hers, needing to touch her. “Have you given my offer any more thought?”

      “I’ve done nothing but think of it.” When she turned to face him, her body brushed against him, so she was all but a heartbeat away. “What would it entail?”

      “You’d sit for me, while I painted you.” Or rather, while Hawke painted her. It wasn’t that he couldn’t paint, but Hawke was the one who truly had the gift—that magical quality that brought his art to life, that element that made his work feel ethereal.

      “Nude?” Her brows perked up in question as she pinned him with a stern stare.

      “Yes. But it would just be so that I could see the lines of your body…to capture the way the light falls over your skin. Unless, of course, you want more.” Because there was no denying just how badly he wanted her. And he knew it was the same for Hawke.

      It might be odd for other siblings to share a woman, but he and Hawke were different, even for most twins, probably to a great extent because of the abuse they’d endured, physical and mental, even if Hawke had taken the brunt of the physical. It had linked them, so that they were now, in so many ways, one person…separate, but still one.

      “So if I want more, that ball’s in my court, huh?” She shook her head with a laugh. “I’ll admit, it’s been a pretty long time since I was last with anyone, given my circumstances—but if I’m going to do this, I can’t mix work with pleasure.”

      “Sweetheart, you can do whatever you like. This isn’t corporate America, where someone’s going to criticize your actions. That said, I want you to know that you don’t need to sleep with me to take this job—though given some time, you may very well find that you want to.” He might be bold and full of himself, but he knew his way around a woman’s body—as did Hawke. His brother might not like to leave the island, but there were always plenty of women willing to take a trip when there was a wealthy and good-looking man involved.

      Phoebe gave him a shrug, her eyes locked on his. “Maybe I will.”

      “Does that mean you’ll sit for me so that I can paint you?” He cupped the back of her neck and brushed his thumb across her plump red lips, desperate to kiss her and wondering if Hawke already had. He saw her breath catch as he pulled her closer. “Answer me, sweetheart.”

      “You realize it’s hard for a normal person to turn down that sort of offer. A million is a lot of money—and way too much for what you’re asking me to do.” Her gaze shifted and she bit her bottom lip, making his cock ache and strain against his jeans as he went so hard, it hurt.

      He nuzzled her, breathing in her scent, which smelled of the honey and French lavender soap he’d left for her in her bath. “Just say yes, Phoebe.”

      She hesitated a moment more, and then nodded, her words riding a breathy exhale that made him lose all control. “Yes.”

      He captured her mouth in a bruising kiss, his fingers tangling in her hair as he hauled her to him, his tongue dancing over hers as she softened in his arms and showed him just how willing she could be. Fucking hell…he’d never wanted or been so taken with anyone more than he was with her.

      It’d be so easy to just pin her to the wall and strip her naked. To nestle his face between her legs and have her screaming out his name. Except that he shouldn’t—not yet anyway. He couldn’t risk scaring her off and having her second-guess her decision to model for Hawke. And so he’d do his best to wait…though when it came to Phoebe, he didn’t know how patient he’d manage to be.

      Somehow he found the strength to end their kiss, though he still held her close, loving the feel of her in his arms. “Come on, sweetheart. It’s a gorgeous day out, and I think you could do with some fresh air.”

      Once he’d gotten her bundled up, they headed out with Guinness, who was thrilled to join them, dashing around the place and taking off like a shot the moment Archer opened the door. Though the sun was shining in a bright blue sky, there was still a cold wind lashing in off the ocean as the waves crashed on the shore.

      “Is this where you found me?”

      He could sense the tension in her body, and knew that after all she’d been through, she must still be dealing with a wealth of emotions.

      “Guinness found you washed up on the beach.” Truth was, he didn’t know exactly where Hawke and Guinness had found her, but this was the stretch of beach that Hawke normally walked. “What exactly happened that night, Phoebe? You’ve yet to say—and I still worry about you and what you went through.”

      When she shuddered, he pulled her into his arms and held her tight, needing her to know that she was now safe. Maybe it was because he’d worried about her when she wasn’t well, and kept watch over her, but he’d grown attached to her—and it was the same for Hawke. They might not have known her that long, but it didn’t seem to matter one bit. From the moment they’d laid eyes on her, they’d been left spellbound. They couldn’t help but want her—and it went well beyond the physical.

      “I swear, I was careful. I did all I could to cover my tracks.” Her body trembled in his arms, even as he held her close and tried to soothe her. “I had moved again just recently—first to Rockport, and then to Portland, hoping that if I got out of the New York area and kept moving, he wouldn’t bother coming to find me. But somehow…I don’t know. Disappearing like that made things worse, I think. He must have tracked me down…when I got out of work, he was waiting for me in my car, and forced me to drive to the marina. I don’t know what he was thinking, short of killing me and dumping my body into the ocean. But the storm was already raging, throwing us around. He was trying to strangle me, when the boat caught a wave and pitched us. It broke his hold around my neck, and I knew I had to get off the boat. So I jumped.”

      “And that was when he shot you.” Archer forced the words past gritted teeth, his body shaking with his fury.

      “I figured I’d rather let the ocean take me than let him have me.” She nestled deeper into his embrace, as he kissed the top of her head. And he swore, he’d do all he could to make sure she never went through anything like that again. She looked up at him, her eyes dark with her fears and worries. “I think I must have seen the lights of your house…must have swam toward them. But the sea was so rough. I honestly don’t remember making it to shore.”

      “Well, you’re safe now. And you have my word, I won’t let him lay a fucking finger on you.”

      “Jackson…I honestly can’t thank you enough for saving me. I’d be dead if it weren’t for you—and you’ve been so good to me. Better than anyone’s ever been.” She took in a ragged breath, and it nearly killed him to know she’d been through so much. “I swear, I’ll find a way to make it up to you.”

      “Sweetheart, seeing you get better—seeing you happy—will be payment enough.”
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      Phoebe

      

      Phoebe couldn’t quite believe that she was going to do this. But a million dollars could buy her a new life. It could give her the means to finally escape Kevin. And the truth was, she really liked Jackson. He’d been nothing but kind and caring—sweet too, which was something she hadn’t had in a very long time. And she found it damn hard to ignore just how good-looking he was—though it went beyond that. He was downright charismatic, in a way few men were. It left her feeling drawn to him, unable to resist the way he made her feel.

      Yet as she got ready to shed her robe so he could paint her, she found it impossible to control her nerves and the flutters in her stomach. She told herself that he’d already seen her naked when he’d kept her from dying of hypothermia, and that this was art. It was a job, plain and simple—a job that was paying her a million dollars for six months of work.

      The studio was a good size, located in a part of the mansion that jutted out, so that it got plenty of natural light from the three walls of massive windows. There was a chaise, and a bed, plenty of chairs, a thick plush rug in front of a massive marble fireplace that had a raging fire going, and of course, a large table and a variety of shelves with all of Jackson’s art supplies.

      She watched as he set up, not quite sure what to do with herself, and the inactivity was doing little to calm her. Needing to work through her nerves, she decided to wander, even if she felt practically naked padding around the room in nothing but a silky robe. She couldn’t help but linger where he’d left some of his paintings propped against the wall or sitting on easels, his work stunningly gorgeous. It was easy for her to forget that he was a famous—and somewhat mysterious—artist, but as she looked at the canvases he’d set aside, she had no doubt as to why his work was so sought after.

      There was a raw beauty and energy in his works, as if his strokes had captured both emotion and light, dancing across the canvas to come to life. And then she spotted an all too familiar face, quickly brushed onto the canvas.

      “It was just a quick study, done from memory.” She turned to find Jackson standing behind her, paintbrush in hand as he dried the bristles with a rag. “I did it soon after we found you. I hope you don’t mind…I just couldn’t help myself.”

      She felt herself blush, her heart skittering to hear his words. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything so beautiful. Though I have no clue when you managed to get it done, when I’ve done nothing
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