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BY USA TODAY BESTSELLING Author, Lexy Timms.

Love like you’re never counting the cost.

Bethany Walker’s identity isn’t so secret anymore. 

When the Sterling family discovered who she really was, she lost her chance at avenging her father. Worse, instead of getting revenge, she’s fallen for Kirk Sterling, the billionaire banker she should have ruined. Now, all she wants is to make amends for breaking Kirk’s heart.

After finding out that Bethany lied about her identity, Kirk Sterling is furious. He wants nothing to do with her, until a chance encounter makes him reassess everything he believes about her. Even though she’s the daughter of his greatest enemy, Kirk finds himself giving in to temptation. Soon, he’s sneaking around with her, and keeping their rekindled fling a secret from his ruthless family.

But the more they see each other, the closer they get to their secret fling being exposed. One wrong move could start the bitter feud between their families all over again. 

Can Bethany and Kirk finally learn to trust each other, or will betrayal tear them apart?   
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“What really happened between you and Kirk Sterling?” 

Bethany Walker glanced up at Jane, stunned into silence by the question. Already, the query brought up a fresh pain that she’d been trying to bury for weeks now. She shifted uncomfortably in her seat beside Jane. “It’s a long story. A very long story.” Chewing her lip in apprehension, Bethany tilted her head to study her. “I thought Kirk told you everything.”

Jane clicked her tongue and shook her head vigorously. “Oh no. He told me a little about your family, and said that you kept some things from him. But it was all very vague.”

She forced her gaze back down to the overstuffed binder in her hands. They were supposed to be going over first-year projections for her boutique. Jane was investing some serious cash into Bethany’s dream, and over the past month they’d spent every waking moment on the details. Everything from fabric costs to liability insurance had been analyzed. 

As grateful as Bethany was, sharing her dream was a totally new experience for her. For most of her life, her dreams of having a fashion line and exclusive boutique were hers alone. Now, in order to get Jane Tanner’s investment money she had to clue Jane in on everything. Including, it seemed, her doomed relationship with Kirk Sterling. 

“Well?” Jane flipped her fiery red locks over her shoulder. “Spill.”

“There’s not much to tell,” she said evasively, biting back a sigh.

“Yeah, right. That’s not the face of someone with not much to tell.” Jane’s eyes narrowed, but her face remained kind. “Come on, Bethany. You told me yourself that you don’t have a lot of friends. I can be a listening ear. I know you’ve been thinking about him.”

Bethany closed the binder in her hands and looked across the sofa at Jane. “If I tell you everything, you’ll hate me.”

“If you don’t tell me I’ll hate you.” She laughed softly and placed a gentle hand on Bethany’s shoulder. “I’m not trying to be nosy, I swear. It’s just that for someone whose dreams are about to come true, you don’t look terribly happy.”

That was because she wasn’t happy. Not really. Of course she knew she should have been happy about getting such a huge investment into her dreams, but for the past month Kirk Sterling had consumed her every thought. She had hoped that her ache for him would fade with time, only to be disappointed when the exact opposite happened. The weeks had only intensified her futile yearning for him.

She took a deep breath. “Kirk told you who I really am, right?”

Jane pulled her hand back and nodded. “He said your father went to jail for some kind of embezzlement or something.”

Her hold on the binder tightened as discomfort snaked through her body. Nothing set her on edge more than being reminded what the world thought of her father. Crook. Fraudster. Criminal. 

Ten years ago, her father had been put in prison after being accused of stealing billions of dollars from the Livingston Bank’s clients and investors. Everything from charities to trust fund babies had lost their money, never to get it back. Despite the anguish her father’s arrest had caused, Bethany never stopped believing in his innocence. 

“Well... my father’s Lloyd Livingston,” Bethany finally said.

Jane stared at her blankly. “Yeah, I still don’t know who that is. Kirk acted like I was supposed to know who that was, but I definitely didn’t. I thought about looking him up, but I wanted to hear the story from you. It didn’t feel right to go snooping without giving you a chance to explain.”

“How is it possible that you don’t know?” Bethany asked, bewildered. “Everyone knows who my father is.”

“I don’t.” Jane shrugged. “I mean, I only recently started taking an interest in my family’s business. So, I’m still learning about the business world. I take it your father isn’t well liked?”

That was an understatement. While she might have believed in her father’s innocence, most people definitely didn’t. Though, if Jane had only just started taking an interest in her family’s fast food empire, that would explain why her father’s name didn’t ring any bells. Ten years had passed since her father’s scandal. Long enough for Jane to have missed that sordid chapter of San Diego’s business world.

“No, he isn’t,” Bethany said, her throat tightening. “He was accused of stealing a lot of money and he went to prison for ten years. He only just got out of prison a few weeks ago.”

“Sounds heavy.” Jane tilted her head. “So, why is Kirk angry with you? It’s not like you’re the one who stole all that money. If it was ten years ago, you must have been a kid when it happened.”

“I was seventeen.” Memories of her seventeenth birthday came flooding back, knocking the air out of her. She had just blown out the candles when police had stormed in to drag her poor father away. Images of him fighting to give her one last hug would haunt her for the rest of her life.

Jane tutted sympathetically. “Oh, honey. That must have been hell for you. I can’t understand how Kirk could be angry with you for that. You’d think he’d see how traumatic it was.”

“Kirk is angry with me because I didn’t tell him who I really am. Who my father is.” She averted her gaze to stare at the carpeted floor. “He’s angry because his parents are the ones who put my father in prison.”

“Oh my goodness.” Jane’s eyes widened. “Okay, it’s starting to make sense now. Your families are at war. Is that why you didn’t you tell him who you are? Were you scared he’d react badly?”

Bethany took another deep breath to calm herself before launching into the whole story. She got Jane up to speed as best as she could. Told her about her plan to take down Kirk’s family. About having to lie about who she was so that she could get close enough to Kirk to find dirt on the Sterlings. The terrible argument they’d had when Kirk finally confronted her about who she really was.

When she was finished, Jane shook her head in disbelief. “Jeeze, so you dated Kirk in order to get closer to him? To ruin his family?”

She grimaced. “It sounds terrible, doesn’t it?”

“Yeah, but if someone screwed my dad over I’d be out for revenge, too,” Jane said. “It’s not like you didn’t have a good reason. Besides, there are worse things than banging a hot, rich guy.”

“It wasn’t like that,” Bethany insisted. “I mean, Kirk and I were pretending to be a couple at the wedding. Mostly to please his dad—”

“Holy crap. Okay, Bethany, this is officially the juiciest gossip I’ve ever heard.”

“Don’t tell anyone about this,” she pleaded. “I’m begging you. Not for me. For Kirk. I don’t want anything to damage his reputation. None of this is his fault. I lied to him. He shouldn’t have to pay for my mistakes.” 

“I won’t tell a soul.” Jane placed one hand on her heart and raised the other. “Scout’s honor.”

“Thank you.” 

“So, that day when I met you two at the wedding, you were faking? Pretending to be a real couple?” Jane’s eyebrow went up. “You’re a really good actress. Both of you.”

“That wasn’t acting,” she said softly. She took a deep breath and let it out as a sigh. “Even though we were pretending to be a couple, I’d developed real feelings for him. That wasn’t part of the plan.” Confessing the truth to Jane helped to ease some of the ache. She rarely discussed her father with anyone. For years she had kept things bottled up inside. Kept people at arm’s length, and almost never got close to anyone. Even changed her last name to get a fresh start.

Friendship was something new for her. Talking about her family’s pain was foreign territory, but it felt good to be able to tell someone the whole story. Even though she had lost Kirk forever, at least she had a chance to confide in Jane.

Jane’s mouth fell open. “Kirk gave me the impression that he’d broken up with you because you’d kept your identity from him. I never realized the extent of the story. Do you believe your father is innocent?”

“I know he’s innocent.”

“Well, Kirk doesn’t see it that way,” Jane pointed out.

Of course he didn’t. Which was why things had ended so badly. After he discovered the truth, Kirk cut off all ties with her. He’d kicked her out of his house, and told her to never contact him again. Worst of all, he had threatened to put her in jail if she did anything criminal. Because he had exposed her lies, Kirk probably thought she was no better than a common thief. 

“Are you angry with me?” Bethany asked. 

Jane chewed her lip, a thoughtful expression on her face. “No, I’m not. I mean, I don’t know enough to decide how I feel about your dad’s guilt or innocence, but I don’t trust anyone who doesn’t look out for their family. If you don’t fight for your loved ones with everything you’ve got, you don’t really love them. You look like a girl who’d do anything for her family.”

“I would,” she said with a nod. “Family is everything to me. Especially after we were separated for so long.”

“I get it. And I suspect people think you’re just like your father. Which sucks because we are not our parents,” Jane murmured. “Kirk’s an ass for kicking you out.”

“Jane, I’m trying to bring down his family. He’s protecting his loved ones the same way I am.”

“You really care about him, don’t you?”

She ignored the painful lump forming in her throat to
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