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He came to destroy her, but ended up devoted to her...

After one night that changes everything, Jacqueline Tarroe finds herself between a rock and a hard place. The family feud that had encompassed the direction of her life hadn't prevented her from making what should have been a catastrophic mistake.

Because, in her eyes, it wasn't a mistake.

Now, she finds herself in the arms of the enemy. Swooned by him. Enamored by him. Gazing upon his lean, striking form and his rippling, chiseled muscles. His gray eyes entrance her. His soft works provoke her. She can't get enough of him behind closed doors. She can't keep her hands off him, what with that steely gaze of his.

But, soon, she finds herself in yet another impossible position. One that will change the way she views the Tarroe Family entirely.

And the way she views her family, too.
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I sat in the back of my luxury SUV as my driver headed for our destination. As I gazed out the window, I felt myself being ripped back to a few days ago to my encounter with Nick in the penthouse. I snickered and shook my head. I’d wanted nothing more than to spend more time in his arms. Because in his arms, I felt more at home than I’d ever felt before. I wasn’t sure why. I didn’t understand the reason as to why I reacted in that fashion.

But the disappointment at him not wanting to stay with me had become overwhelming.

I hadn’t heard from Stuart since he barged into that penthouse and started whaling on Nick. But I hadn’t heard from Nick, either. I figured he could have called or messaged or stopped back by the penthouse, but there was nothing, just radio silence.

Had I been played?

Because I felt like I’d been played.

Wait, have his parents found out?

The thought made me shiver as we approached my father’s estate. I sighed as the familiar wrought-iron gates came into view, my mind spiraling out of control. Was Nick all right? Had his parents found out? Holy hell, had my parents found out? Had Stuart already come by and broken the news to them about what happened? My driver typed in his access code as I panicked in the back seat. I played with the skirt on my navy blue dress, quickly wondering why the hell my mother wanted me to randomly get dolled up for tonight.

I didn’t want to be back here. I wanted to stay in the penthouse for a few more days. I wanted to keep my independence and live my life on my own dime and by my own rules. But my parents were beginning to ask questions I couldn’t answer. My mother was calling more frequently, wondering why she hadn’t seen me in a while. And I knew my excuse regarding staying with my best friend would only fly for so long.

Which meant I had to cut my time short.

“Back to the old life,” I said, sighing.

My appointed driver opened my door and offered me his hand, but I hesitated. How hard would it be to tell him to take me back? How hard would it be to just purchase that penthouse and live my life, despite what my parents thought? I mean, they hadn’t caught wind as to the fact that I’d been renting out the place. Maybe I had the means to live my life the way I wanted to, and I was simply biding time to gain my parents’ approval.

Or, maybe, I was simply afraid.

“Miss Tarroe?” my driver asked.

His voice ripped me from my trance, and I gazed around. For the first time since pulling up the driveway, I noticed I wasn’t the only one arriving. There were multiple cars in the driveway, those of family friends’ and those that were close to my father due to the nature of his business. I furrowed my brow as I took my driver’s hand.

“What’s going on tonight?” I asked.

“A cocktail party, Miss Tarroe. Did your mother not inform you of the event?” he asked.

I snickered. “No, she didn’t.”

I looked down at what I was wearing, and it all suddenly made sense—my mother messaging me, telling me to be ready for a fine-dining evening, without even noticing I hadn’t been around the estate for the past few days. It was just like her to be airheaded, to care more about her fancy dinner parties and her latest outfits than the whereabouts of her own daughter.

Maybe I could live my life on my own, if things were like that.

I felt myself growing more and more nervous. I notified my driver to keep my suitcases in the back of his car, just in case I needed to make a quick escape back to the penthouse. It wouldn’t take anything but a phone call to reinstate my weekly rental. And if the price was right, I could extend it, take more slices for myself with regard to this idea of freedom, of being unbound to my father and this estate. To being free of this feud and the insanity that came along with it.

But I had to go inside. Because the longer I put this off, the more awkward it was going to be.

I let go of my driver’s hand, and he closed the trunk. I turned around, watching him slide into his seat but not backing down the driveway. I waved my thanks at him, then turned around and slowly made my way for the front door. Worry crept up in my gut, and fear seized my heart. I knew it was highly probable that Stuart had already come to my family and ratted me out, getting payback for breaking his heart.

I had no idea what I was walking into this evening, especially since I didn’t know there was a cocktail party going on in the first place.

“Leave it to Mom,” I murmured.

I ascended the steps before I drew in a deep breath. Then, I opened the front door. Our butler was there to greet me with a grand smile, and I bowed my head softly to him. Everyone turned their heads and looked at me with strange looks, wondering where the hell I was coming from, if not from upstairs. I waved politely and made my way around the room, shaking hands and thanking them for coming to my mother’s lovely party. I stopped and had polite conversations. I indulged those who enjoyed having the spotlight on them. I took every drink I was offered and every piece of food someone handed to me in the hopes that I wouldn’t step on toes and give my parents something to bitch about.

Then, slowly, I worked my way deeper into the house.

By the time I got into the bustling kitchen, I’d had two glasses of champagne and enough finger foods to keep me full for days. The chef nodded at me and smiled, then silently offered me a corner to stand in. I did this all too much—hid away in the kitchen whenever I needed to catch my breath. I slipped over into my corner, leaning against the wall as I pinched the bridge of my nose.

But, all too soon, I heard the kitchen door swing open.

“Sweetheart, are you back here?” Mom asked.

“She’s in her corner, honey. You know she is,” Dad said.

I lifted my head and put on my best smile, even though I felt like vomiting on my shoes.

“Hey there, guys. Just taking a break,” I said.

They came walking over to me before my mother embraced me in a tight hug.

“I’ve always loved that dress on you, princess. But we really need to update your wardrobe,” Mom said.

“You know your shopping sprees are always on me,” Dad said, grinning.

I snickered. “No use in updating clothes if they’re still perfect when worn.”

“But you represent the Tarroes when you walk out in the same outfits all the time. What will people think?” Mom asked.

“That I’m responsible with my money and I don’t frivolously drain my father’s bank account. Right, Daddy?” I asked.

“Well, you could use it a bit more than you do. You know this,” he said.

I rolled my eyes. “Thanks for having my back, Dad.”

“Oh, I’ve been downgraded! The horror. The agony,” Dad said, feigning pain.

I laughed softly along with my mother before she turned to face me.

“So, where’s Stuart? We figured he’d be coming with you tonight after giving you up for days on end so you could spend time with Clara,” Mom said.

“Yes! Where is the young man? I want to know how the sale to Mr. Gates went,” Dad said.

Holy shit. They didn’t know. I let out a soft sigh of relief as the flashing warning lights and bells of panic receded in my gut. But that also meant they didn’t know I’d ended things with him, either.

Which posed a completely different problem.

“How about we discuss that later tonight, yes? When everyone has dissipated?” I asked.

My father squinted his eyes as my mother’s jaw dropped open.

“He didn’t,” she said.

“What did he do?” Dad asked.

“What?” I asked.

“Stuart left you, didn’t he, sweetheart?” Mom asked.

“I’m going to kill that boy for breaking my daughter’s heart,” Dad glowered.

“Left me?” I asked sharply.

I spat the question out before I could contain myself. Even the kitchen stopped moving at the tone of my voice. I shook my head and bit down onto my lower lip, trying to contain my anger. My parents were relentless. Within the span of an hour, I realized why that penthouse felt more like home than anything else.

Because literally nothing was expected of me or assumed about the way I lived my life.

“I’m the one who called it off,” I said.

“Princess, it’s wonderful of you to try and defend his actions or cover them up. But if that boy hurt—”

“Dad. Listen,” I said curtly.

My parents looked at one another before my mother let out an uncomfortable giggle.

“Maybe we should talk about this later,” she said.

“No, you wanted to assume what happened now, so it’s going to happen now. I called things off between me and Stuart. A few days ago, in fact. I didn’t love him, and I knew I never would. I was doing nothing but stringing him along because you two won’t get off my back when it comes to setting me up with men I have absolutely no interest in,” I said.

“Don’t be silly. We saw you smiling and happy with Stuart,” Dad said.

“You saw what you wanted to see because I’m a Tarroe. And I’m good at convincing people I’m okay and happy when I’m really not. I learned that from you, Daddy. So, be proud,” I said.

“Don’t you dare take that tone of voice with your father,” Mom said.

“Fine, because I do have something I want to say to you, too,” I said.

“Jacqueline. Later,” my father said curtly.

“Jonathan. No. Now,” I snapped back.

My parents shook their heads before looking around the kitchen at everyone staring at us before they quickly got back to work.

“You guys want a path for my life that I’m not ready for yet. You two talk about the second you fell in love with one another. The whirlwind romance that swept both of you off your feet. I want that for my life. And I figured you’d want that for me, too. True love, Dad. My soul mate, Mom. Why don’t you two want that for me? Why is our family’s image more important than my happiness?” I asked.

“Because you’re much too old to not have at least a steady boyfriend,” Mom said.

“She’s got a point, Julia,” Dad interjected.

“What?” Mom asked.

“Thank you, Daddy,” I said softly.

“She’s making a terrible mistake, John! Stuart could have given her a very comfortable life. One that could have provided her with everything we have throughout the years. You made a mistake, leaving that boy. And one day, you’ll realize it once it’s too late,” Mom said.

“No, I really won’t. Because I’m not going to marry someone I don’t love,” I said plainly.

“You could have come to love him, and even I know that,” Mom said.

“Julia, that’s enough,” Dad said.

Mom scoffed, and it gave me enough time to slip out of the corner they’d backed me into.

“We can talk more later. But right now? I need to make rounds before I head back to Clara’s,” I said.

“You aren’t not leaving this house again until we discuss this, young woman!” Mom exclaimed.

“Well, too bad I’m already leaving. She’s expecting me tonight, and I’m not letting her down. Tarroes are people who keep their promises, right?” I asked.

“Julia, let it rest,” Dad murmured.

I heard my mother cursing under her breath. Literally, cursing in the kitchen. And me? Well, I slipped off to the bathroom upstairs with my cell phone. I placed the phone call the second I got the door locked. I talked to the rental company about reinstating my agreement, plus tacking on another week. Which they were more than willing to do. I hung up the phone after securing the penthouse again for my personal pleasure, then stood and looked at myself in the mirror.

“It’s time to take your life back,” I said to myself.

But, deep down, I knew my mother would make it a war before she finally let things go.
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“You really should press charges against that man,” Mom said.

“I’m not one to usually side with Mom, but he’s done a number on you. You could get him out of the picture right now by putting his ass in jail,” Damien said.

“And risk blowing what I’ve been doing with Jacq to her parents? Because if there’s anything that’ll sink us right now, in the thick of it, it’s them finding out,” I said.

“So, you’re just going to walk around looking like this? Without doing anything about it?” Mom asked.

“I’d call Dad and ask for his opinion, but he’s in a business meeting right now,” Damien said.

I didn’t like the fact that he knew that and I didn’t. Especially since I was cementing my passion for our family’s reputation with every passing day. It had been torture, not calling Jacq. I didn’t want to seem like a desperate son of a bitch. It had been three days since we’d spent time together in that penthouse, and my mother had been hovering over me due to my injuries. Doctors kept coming and going. Pain medication put me on my ass. No matter what move I made, she kept me at the estate, taking care of me and pouring affection over me like some skinned-knee seven-year-old.

And it was cramping the plans I already had in motion.

“Mom, I’m fine. And you have to stop setting me up with doctors. I haven’t been able to contact Jacq at all. I’m going to lose her, if you don’t stop this,” I said.

“Well, you can’t go out into public looking the way you have. At the very least, you need to cover up the faded bruising to make yourself more presentable,” Mom said.

“She’s right. You look rough. You’ll draw even more attention to yourself. Which will risk someone seeing you with Jacq and reporting back to her parents,” Damien said.

“I still think you should put that man in jail,” Mom said.

I shook my head. “That’s not the right move to make. It’s the move you want me to make because I’m your baby boy and you don’t like seeing me like this. But that doesn’t mean it’s right. All I’ll be doing is stirring a pot that’s already been left to cool in the corner. And I don’t want to ruin this thing with Jacq any more than my radio silence already has.”

“Why haven’t you contacted her, anyway?” Damien asked.

And when I locked my eyes with his, I nodded toward Mom.

“That’s all you had to do,” Damien said.

Mom scoffed. “Sorry that I give a shit about what happens to my boys. But just because I was taking care of you and just because you had some medication to take doesn
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