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Key:  
A   Locke   sequel  
By:   Jeska   Wood  

 
 

Jasper   swore   to   Bella   he   would   give   her   the   best   year   of   her   life,   but   after  
ringing   in   the   New   Year   with   fresh   scars   from   a   serial   killer,   is   that   a  



/

promise   he   can   keep?   Time   heals   all   wounds,   but   some   reminders   are  
permanent   and   the   pain   remains   even   after   the   marks   have   faded   away.  

 
They   were   always   the   keys   to   unlocking   each   other’s   future,   but   can   they  

survive   the   trials   the   next   year   have   in   store   for   them?   Love,   justice,  
success,   bondage,   and   pain.   Together,   they   hope   to   find   a   new   normal   that  

is   anything   but   vanilla.   
 
 

Warnings:  
 

This   story   contains   graphic   sexual  
depictions,   violence,   and   mental   illness.  
Reader   discretion   is   advised.   18+   only   
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Chapter   One:   On   the   Floor  

 
I   was   running   behind.   We   had   plans   for   the   evening.   I   hated   being   late,   but   there   was  

nothing   I   could   do   about   it.   I   had   yet   another   interview   with   the   FBI   to   talk   about   the   Royce   King  
case.   This   one   went   longer   than   I   expected.   They   had   been   getting   shorter.   But   they   uncovered  
evidence   that   linked   one   of   the   girls   in   my   personal   search   that   hadn’t   been   connected   to   him  
previously.   It   wasn’t   much.   Just   her   I.D.   found   in   a   pile   of   souvenirs.   But   it   was   enough.  
 

The   girl   had   been   missing   for   two   years.  
 

She   was   the   fifth   one   from   my   research.   Three   of   which   they   suspected,   but   I   didn’t  
know   about   that.   There   wasn’t   enough   to   link   them   to   the   case   publicly.   It   stunned   me   when   I  
was   told   about   the   other   two.  
 

I   understood   that   they   had   questions   they   needed   to   ask   to   do   their   job.   There   really  
wasn’t   much   for   me   to   tell,   though.   I   answered   a   lot   of   the   same   ones   repeatedly.   Apparently,   I  
was   thorough   in   my   investigation   from   the   way   they   reacted.   I   thought   I   could   have   done   better.  
Jasper   said   with   what   I   was   working   with,   it   was   extraordinary.  
 

He   teased   that   if   I   ever   wanted   a   job   at   the   bureau,   it   probably   wouldn’t   have   been   hard  
for   me   to   get   one.   I   was   smarter   than   most   of   his   colleagues,   and   I   would   have   been   more   fun   to  
look   at,   in   his   words.   I   told   him   we   wouldn’t   get   any   work   done   if   we   were   in   the   same   office.  
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My   heels   clicked   against   the   pale   hardwood   floor   of   the   place   we   had   been   staying   in.  
We   were   in   the   Canvas   Hotel   again,   one   of   his   favorite   spots.   I   think   Jasper   liked   it   because   it’s  
where   he   fell   in   love   with   me.   Those   few   days   were   a   real   turning   point   in   our   relationship.   The  
idea   made   me   smile.   He   was   more   romantic   than   he   led   on.  
 

Awkwardly,   I   shifted   and   knocked   on   the   door.   It   was   only   a   moment   before   he   opened   it  
just   a   crack.   There   he   stood   in   blue   jeans   and   a   faded   gray   t-shirt   that   stretched   tight   across   his  
muscular   chest.   My   eyes   went   over   him   slowly,   his   expression   ever   so   slightly   bemused.   Jasper  
tilted   his   head   to   the   side   to   gaze   at   me   in   return.  
 

“Did   you   forget   something   again,   Isabella?”  
 

“Ugh.   Yes,   sir,”   I   complained   as   he   took   one   of   the   bags   from   my   overstuffed   arms,  
rolling   my   eyes.   I   had   to   run   to   the   store   quickly   after   the   interview   to   pick   up   some   things   we  
needed.  
 

Walking   over   to   the   table,   he   put   it   down   before   peeking   inside.   It   was   a   selection   of  
snacks,   toiletries,   and   medicines.   His   shoulder   wasn’t   bothering   him   as   much   as   it   was,   but   it  
still   ached,   and   he   was   taking   aspirin   for   it.   Jasper   pulled   out   a   small   bag   of   cookies   and   grinned  
because   he   knew   they   were   just   for   him.   He   turned   it   over   in   his   hands   for   a   moment   before  
placing   it   down   gently.  
 

“I   swear   you’re   doing   it   on   purpose.   Trying   to   earn   spankings,”   he   taunted   as   he  
continued   to   pull   items   from   the   sack.   He   had   a   tiny,   pretty   smirk   on   his   face.   His   expression  
was   jovial.   Jasper   was   in   a   good   mood.   
 

Quietly   laughing,   I   rolled   my   eyes   as   I   took   our   new   things   into   the   bathroom.   Living   out  
of   a   hotel   room   was   kind   of   a   pain   in   the   ass,   but   my   apartment   was   too   cramped,   and   he   had  
been   too   busy   to   search   for   a   place.   It   was   stressful,   and   he   had   enough   of   that   already.   It   was  
his   money   he   was   wasting,   so   I   wouldn’t   say   anything.   And   Jasper’s   sanity   couldn’t   handle  
sleeping   at   his   parents,   even   if   he   loved   them   dearly.   
 

“Mm,   we   both   know   if   that   were   the   truth,   I   wouldn’t   have   a   single   damn   thing   left.”  
 

He   shook   his   head   so   that   his   silky   blond   hair   fell   into   his   eyes,   chuckling   as   he   did.  
Pulling   the   card   from   his   pocket,   he   held   it   up   between   two   of   his   fingers   in   front   of   my   face.  
“Well,   if   you   lose   or   forget   it   again,   I   will.”  
 

“Oh,”   I   hummed,   nodding   my   head   gravely   as   I   took   it   from   him.   I   eyed   the   silver   card  
before   peering   at   him.   “Really?”   I   threw   it   over   my   shoulder   without   looking.  
 

Jasper   pursed   his   lips   for   a   moment,   not   saying   anything.   His   deep   blue   eyes   were  
sparkling   with   amusement,   but   he   kept   it   under   wraps.   But   just   barely.   “Pick   it   up,   Isabella,”   he  
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said   my   name   purposefully   as   a   warning.   I   had   started   a   game   that   I   was   very   much   looking  
forward   to.  
 

Slowly,   I   shook   my   head.   “No.”  
 

Smoothing   the   tip   of   his   light   pink   tongue   over   his   bottom   lip   for   a   moment,   he  
considered   what   he   wanted   to   do   with   me.   “Pick   it   up,   then   put   your   hands   on   the   bed.”  
 

Crossing   my   arms   over   my   chest,   I   cocked   my   hip   to   the   side.   “Make   me.”  
 

I   saw   his   instantaneous   smile   before   he   became   serious   again,   his   eyes   dark.   I   had  
chosen   the   right   time.   It   would   be   a   fun   evening.  
 

Grabbing   my   arm   forcefully,   he   pointed   with   the   other   hand.   I   didn’t   budge.   His   palm  
slapped   across   my   cheek   hard   when   I   didn’t   move.   Still,   nothing.   I   would   be   as   stubborn   as  
possible.   Jasper’s   fingers   tangled   into   the   back   of   my   hair.   “Are   you   sure   that’s   what   you   want,  
Isabella?”  
 

“Yes,   sir.”  
 

Tugging,   he   pulled   my   chin   up   so   I   would   look   at   him.   Jasper   was   double-checking   to  
see   if   it   was   okay.   We   had   done   a   scene   where   he   was   in   charge   the   day   after   I   had   been.   We  
had   filled   the   last   week   with   loads   of   playing.   He   had   enjoyed   my   time   as   Goddess   so   much   that  
he   said   it   inspired   him.   But   he   wasn’t   the   only   one.   I   was   feeling   like   a   brat.  
 

“Pick   it   the   fuck   up,   little   girl,”   he   growled   through   his   teeth   in   a   low   snarl.   
 

Jerking   my   arm   away,   I   bent   down   to   snatch   it   up.   While   holding   his   gaze,   I   tossed   it,   but  
onto   the   table.   It   skittered   across   the   top,   sliding   to   a   stop   just   before   it   fell   off   the   other   end.  
Jasper   slapped   me   again,   harder   this   time.   “Did   I   tell   you   to   do   that?”   I   said   nothing,   smirking   at  
him.   “Okay.   If   that’s   how   you   want   it,   darlin,”   he   mumbled   before   shaking   his   head.   
 

Taking   my   forearm,   he   dragged   me   towards   the   bed.   I   instantly   struggled,   but   his   grip  
was   so   firm.   His   fingers   tightened   around   the   fabric   of   my   dress   as   I   pulled   back.   With   a   little  
more   force,   I   yanked.   I   heard   the   material   rip   beneath   his   touch.   My   sleeve   detached   from   the  
shoulder   at   least   three   inches   across   the   seam.  
 

We   both   stopped,   staring   at   the   tear   for   a   beat.   His   expression   became   red   hot.   “Look   at  
what   you   did.”  
 

One   second   I   was   upright,   and   the   next   I   was   over   his   knees   as   he   sat   on   the   edge   of  
the   mattress.   Blood   rushed   through   my   ears,   making   me   dizzy.   My   feet   kicked   up   in   surprise.   I  
couldn’t   help   it,   I   giggled.  
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His   hand   connected   sharply   with   my   ass   cheek   over   the   fabric.   “Are   you   laughing   right  

now?   Seriously?”  
 

“No,   sir.”   
 

He   pulled   the   skirt   over   my   hips   rough   enough   that   I   heard   it   rip   again.   His   palm   moved  
over   my   thigh.   We   had   already   messed   it   up,   and   he   was   going   to   go   for   it.   He   smacked   me  
twice   more.   “And   you’re   fucking   lying,   too.   What   am   I   going   to   do   with   you,   slut?”  
 

“Whatever   you   want.”  
 

Two   hours   later,   my   dress   was   in   tatters   on   the   floor.   The   sleeve   ended   up   wholly   ripped  
off,   and   we   broke   the   zipper.   I   bruised   my   knees   from   being   on   the   hardwood   so   much,   and  
there   was   a   carpet   burn   on   my   thighs   from   the   rug.   We   were   lying   on   the   ground   beside   the  
table,   though   I   wasn’t   entirely   sure   how   we   wound   up   there.   We   were   on   the   bed   at   some   point,  
but   I   think   we   fell   off.   
 

Panting   as   he   chuckled,   Jasper   pulled   the   key   card   from   between   my   teeth.   He   had  
made   me   hold   it   for   the   last   thirty   minutes   as   a   makeshift   gag   since   I   was   so   noisy.   It   didn’t   help.  
 

“You   know,   I   wasn’t   trying   to   do   a   scene   tonight,”   he   quipped,   examining   the   bite   marks  
on   it   as   he   held   it   close   to   his   face.   He   was   smirking.   “But,   I   think   it’s   over   now   unless   you’re   not  
done   being   feisty.”  
 

Laughing   softly,   I   pushed   my   sweat-soaked   hair   out   of   my   eyes.   “I’m   never   done!”  
 

“No.”   Laughing   too,   he   flopped   back   onto   the   floor.   “We’re   finished   now.   I   had   plans,  
Bella.   I   was   going   to   be   romantic-”  
 

Twisting   over   so   I   could   snuggle   with   him,   I   laid   my   cheek   on   his   chest.   “Well,   perhaps   I  
don’t   want   romance.   Maybe   I   wanted   you   to   rough   me   up.”   I   wiggled   my   eyebrows   at   him.   “I   was  
having   fun.”  
 

His   hand   wrapped   around   my   back   as   he   shook   his   head.   “I   wanted   to   talk   to   you   about  
something.”  
 

“And   what’s   that?”  
 

I   rolled   over   onto   my   stomach   and   put   my   chin   on   his   torso   so   I   could   look   up   at   him   with  
a   smile.   Playing   with   a   curl,   he   spun   it   around   his   fingers.   His   other   arm   went   under   his   head   for  
a   pillow.   He   still   covered   his   shoulder   with   a   bandage,   but   it   was   a   much   smaller   one.   It   was   just  
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a   tiny   square,   and   he   said   it   was   mostly   to   keep   himself   from   scratching.   The   one   under   his   arm  
was   all   healed.  
 

“Are   you   ready   to   get   roughed   up   in   Mexico?”  
 

Lifting   a   little,   I   gazed   at   his   smiling   face.   “They   signed   your   medical   clearance?”   I   asked  
excitedly.   He   nodded   his   head   quickly.   “That’s   fantastic!   So   no   more   time   in   the   chamber?”   They  
had   told   him   three   more   sessions,   but   they   had   him   come   in   for   two   more   just   to   be   sure.  
 

“They   said   I’m   looking   good,   and   I   am   cleared   for   duty   once   my   leave   ends   on   the   first   of  
March.   But   I’ve   already   put   in   for   a   few   more   weeks   of   vacation.”  
 

“A   few?”   I   laughed.   “I   thought   you’d   be   ready   to   get   back   to   work.”  
 

“Well,   I   wouldn’t   really   call   that   a   break.”  
 

“True.”   I   bit   my   bottom   lip.   “Can   you   afford   that?”  
 

Chuckling,   he   rolled   his   eyes.   “I   hardly   took   any   time   off   before.   Trust   me,   I   have   plenty  
of   PTO   saved   up.   I   could   take   half   the   year   off   right   now   and   be   just   fine.   I   need   some   real   rest  
with   no   FBI   or   murder   or   doctor’s   visits.”   He   sighed   softly   at   the   thought.   Jasper   shifted   some,  
bringing   his   fingers   under   my   chin.   “So,   give   or   take   two   weeks   for   a   vacation,   and   then   the   rest  
of   that   can   be   spent   looking   for   an   apartment   for   me.   What   do   you   think?”  
 

I   immediately   nodded   with   a   big   smile.   “I   think   that   sounds   perfect.   Do   you   really   not  
have   any   more   doctor’s   visits?”  
 

Jasper   waffled   his   head   from   one   side   to   the   other.   “Well,   therapy,   and   I   have   a   check-up  
in   six   weeks.   But   I   expect   my   therapist   would   agree   that   a   vacation   would   be   good   for   me,”   he  
teased,   his   hand   trailing   down   my   ass.   He   firmly   grabbed   it.   It   stung   slightly   from   the   beating   he  
gave,   my   skin   still   hot.  
 

“I   think   so   too,”   I   moaned   the   words,   my   head   falling   back   against   his   shoulder.  
 

Squeezing   again   forcefully,   he   kissed   my   forehead.   “So,   we   are   over   an   hour   late   for   the  
reservations   I   made.   What   would   you   like   to   do,   hm?   Do   you   want   to   go   out   for   dinner,   or   would  
you   prefer   to   order   something?”  
 

I   finally   pushed   off   of   him   so   I   could   stand.   I   needed   to   get   cleaned   up.   His   eyes   went  
over   my   body   as   I   did,   his   bottom   lip   going   between   his   teeth.   “Let’s   get   something   delivered.”  
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“Perfect,”   he   agreed,   slowly   sitting   up   to   his   knees.   Putting   my   hands   on   my   hips,   he  
didn’t   let   me   walk   away.   Lightly,   he   pecked   my   stomach.   “So   soft,”   he   mumbled   against   it.   I  
giggled   as   I   became   ticklish,   playing   with   his   hair.   
 

“Do   you   want   to   take   a   shower   with   me?”   I   asked   as   I   kissed   the   top   of   his   head.  
Hugging   him   to   my   body,   he   hummed   loudly.  
 

Nodding,   he   continued   to   kiss   his   way   down.   “Yeah.   In   just   a   minute.   I   want   to   do  
something   first.”  
 

It   was   another   hour   before   we   made   it   into   the   bathroom.   Jasper   was   undoubtedly  
starting   to   feel   a   lot   better.   It   helped   that   he   wasn’t   on   a   ton   of   strong   painkillers   for   his   arm  
anymore.  
 

After   dinner,   we   curled   up   in   bed   together.   He   was   rereading   my   book.   He   had   twice  
before   he   gave   me   all   of   his   notes.   This   was   his   third   read-through   of   the   second   draft   with   his  
suggestions.   I   found   it   was   beneficial,   especially   to   add   more   details   to   a   lot   of   scenes   I   thought  
needed   fluffing.   The   entire   time,   he   had   a   grin   on   his   face.   He   did   so   on   his   phone   as   I   wrote   on  
my   laptop,   his   big   hand   on   my   thigh   comfortingly.  
 

It   felt   like   what   I   wanted   to   do   every   evening   for   the   rest   of   my   life.  
 

When   we   fell   asleep,   it   was   in   each   other’s   embrace   just   as   we   had   every   night   since  
Albany.   I   was   a   little   scared   that   my   clinginess   after   the   shooting   would   bother   him.   Instead,   he  
held   onto   me   as   if   I   really   was   his   teddy   bear.   With   our   legs   tangled,   I   slept   on   the   right   side.   I  
propped   my   hand   on   his   stomach,   and   his   left   rested   on   top   of   it.   I   realized   he   needed   me   there  
as   much   I   wanted   to   be   in   his   strong   arms.  
 

We   hadn’t   found   our   groove   yet.   I   knew   that   wouldn’t   come   for   a   while,   at   least   until  
Jasper   started   his   new   job.   But   it   felt   as   if   we   were   on   the   right   track.   It   would   be   our   new   normal  
that   was   anything   but   vanilla.   
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Chapter   Two:   In   A   Church  
 

The   phone   was   ringing,   and   I   didn’t   understand   why.  
 

It   was   still   dark   outside.   The   curtains   were   closed   tight.   It   was   Sunday,   and   we   didn’t  
need   to   be   awake   at   least   for   a   while   longer.   We   were   going   to   church   with   Jasper’s   family   then  
out   to   lunch,   so   we   had   an   early   start.   It   would   bore   him   out   of   his   mind,   but   it   would   make   them  
happy.   I   enjoyed   the   time   to   just   think.   It   let   my   imagination   wander   whenever   I   went   with   Alice.  
Usually,   I   thought   about   my   stories.  
 

The   phone   kept   buzzing,   and   I   couldn’t   comprehend   why   someone   else   wasn’t   doing  
something   about   it.   It   wasn’t   mine.  
 

“Jasper.”   I   swatted   his   stomach   lightly.   He   was   dead   to   the   world,   his   mouth   hanging  
open   as   he   quietly   snored.   We   had   stayed   up   too   late   the   evening   before.   “Jasper!”   I   hit   him  
harder.  
 

“What?!”   He   sat   up   swiftly,   rubbing   his   face.   “What’s   wrong?”   He   demanded   sleepily.   I  
didn’t   answer.   Instead,   I   allowed   his   ringing   cell   to   do   so   for   me.   “Oh.   Dammit,”   he   mumbled   as  
he   reached   over   and   finally   picked   it   up.   “Hale?”  
 

“I’m   sorry,   doctor!   Did   I   wake   you?”   A   male   voice   asked   in   surprise.   He   was   so   loud.  
 

His   shoulders   slumped   as   he   shook   his   head.   “Ah,   Dr.   Aro.   Yes,   but   it’s   fine.”  
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“Oh!   Oh,   no.   I   apologize,”   he   declared.   “I’m   on   a   plane   and   have   no   idea   what   time   it   is  

where   you   are,”   he   said   immediately.   “And   on   the   weekend,   too.   I   am   very   rude.”  
 

“No,   sir.   It’s   fine.   What   can   I   do   for   you?”  
 

He   cleared   his   throat.   “Well,   the   Royce   King   trial   is   really   ramping   up   in   Albany.   As   you  
can   imagine.   And   the   DAs   are   already   starting   to   build   a   robust   case   against   him,   but   they   want  
to   make   sure   they   leave   no   stone   unturned.”  
 

Jasper   nodded   his   head   in   understanding,   moistening   his   dry   lips.   “That’s   expected,”   he  
mumbled.   I   sat   up   beside   him,   pulling   the   blanket   around   my   naked   body.   It   was   a   little   chilly.   
 

“They   would   like   you   to   help   them   build   it,   along   with   your   entire   team.”  
 

“Okay,”   he   remarked   slowly   before   swallowing.   “I   mean,   yes,   sir.   Of   course.   I’d   be   happy  
to   do   so   in   any   way   that   I   can.”   
 

We   both   already   knew   he   would   have   to   be   a   witness   in   the   trial.   So   was   I.   We   had  
spoken   about   it   a   lot.   We   knew   this   would   be   a   part   of   our   lives   for   a   long   time.   We   were   only   at  
the   beginning   of   a   tiresome   journey.  
 

“Good,   good,”   the   male   voice   excitedly   commented.   “That   is   the   attitude   that’s   getting  
you   places,   Dr.   Hale!   They’d   like   you   to   come   up   as   soon   as   possible.”   He   paused,   humming   in  
thought.   “Let   me   confirm   the   date.   Ah,   March   second?   It’s   on   a   Monday.”  
 

My   boyfriend   shifted   uncomfortably,   pulling   the   sheet   up   to   his   hip.   He   didn’t   know   what  
to   say.   It   was   so   soon.   “Uh,   sir.   Actually,   I’ve   put   in   for   some   leave-”  
 

The   doctor   on   the   other   side   sighed   heavily   as   if   it   bothered   him.   “I’m   sorry   to   deny   it,   but  
you   understand   that   this   is   a   vital   case,”   he   barely   hesitated   before   his   voice   brightened.   “As  
usual,   we’ll   take   care   of   your   room   and   give   you   your   per   diem.   You’ll   stay   in   a   furnished  
apartment   we’ve   set   up   for   you   since   it’s   long   term.”  
 

“How   long   will   I   be   there?”   He   asked   in   return   quietly,   closing   his   eyes.   It   was   almost  
hard   for   him   to   get   the   words   out.  
 

“As   long   as   it   takes,”   he   stated.  
 

I   put   my   hand   on   his   thigh,   trying   to   comfort   his   clear   anxiety.  
 

“What   about   my   new   position?”  
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“I’ve   already   spoken   to   your   boss,   and   she   understands   what’s   happening   and   why.   This  
is   a   very   important   case   for   everyone   involved.   I   have   secured   everything   for   you   until   you   can  
return   to   it.   No   worries,   Dr.   Hale,”   he   chuckled   warmly.   “This   isn’t   terrible   compared   to   our  
normal   work.   It’s   almost   nine   to   five,   five   days   a   week.   For   you   and   your   team,   I   mean.   Not   for  
the   poor   DAs.”  
 

Jasper   tilted   his   head   to   the   side.   “What   will   my   role   be,   precisely?”  
 

His   boss   hummed.   “Witness   and   expert.   We’ll   go   from   there.   No   running   around   for   a  
while.   Just   lots   of   talking,   paperwork,   and   terrible   cop   coffee,”   he   joked.   “It’s   an   easy   way   to  
come   back   after   what   you’ve   been   through,   I   think.   Anyway,   I’ve   sent   your   tickets   to   your   email.  
Maybe   we’ll   get   to   have   lunch   in   person   sometime   soon.   I   may   come   up   there   for   this   one  
myself.”  
 

“I’d   like   that,   sir,”   he   replied   with   his   eyes   still   shut.   I   wasn’t   certain   if   he   would   or   not.   He  
looked   almost   defeated.   “Thank   you   for   making   sure   my   position   is   secure.”  
 

“Well,   we   can’t   have   our   star   special   agent   lose   his   new   promotion   because   he’s   helping  
put   a   monster   away,”   he   said   proudly.   “One   that   you   placed   behind   bars.   No.   That   wouldn’t   look  
very   good   for   the   bureau.   Don’t   worry   about   anything.   And   I   promise   when   this   is   over,   I   will  
approve   your   vacation   myself.   You   certainly   deserve   it.”  
 

“Thank   you,   sir,”   he   responded   before   they   wrapped   up   the   conversation.  
 

Jasper   sat   silently,   his   eyes   forward   as   he   held   the   phone   in   his   hand   with   his   thumb  
hovering   over   the   ‘end   call’   key.   I   moved   my   palm   over   his   chest,   waiting   for   him   to   say  
something.   Several   minutes   passed.   Still,   nothing.  
 

“Are   you   okay?”   I   finally   questioned.   I   didn’t   know   what   else   to   ask.  
 

He   merely   shook   his   head,   a   ragged   breath   pulling   in   through   his   parted   lips.   “No.”  
 

Then   he   threw   his   cell   phone   across   the   room   with   all   of   his   might.   It   was   in   a   thick   case,  
so   it   just   bounced   against   the   wall   and   onto   the   floor   with   a   dull   thud.   Both   of   his   hands   went   into  
his   hair,   his   fingers   curling   around   the   locks.   Jasper’s   knees   drew   up   before   he   hung   his   head  
between   them.  
 

“Honey,   it’s   okay!”   I   began   right   away.   “We   can   go   on   vacation   when   this   is   over.   We’ll   go  
for   a   full   month,   and   then   we’ll   look   for   an   apartment   for   you   when   we   get   back,”   I   continued   as   I  
got   up   on   my   knees   beside   him.   Gently,   I   kissed   his   shoulder   as   I   hugged   his   waist   from   the  
side.  
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He   laughed   hollowly,   shaking   his   head.   “It’s   not   even   that,   really,”   he   stopped,   his   eyes  
sealed   shut   so   tightly   they   crinkled   around   the   edges.   “I   don’t   want   to   be   without   you   again,”   he  
whispered.   “I   just   can’t.”  
 

“What?”   I   asked,   unsure   if   I   heard   him   correctly.  
 

“This   will   take   months,   Bella.   Maybe   longer.   I   have   known   things   like   this   to   go   on   for  
years.   And   I   hate   that   I’ll   be   away   from   you   for   so   long   again.   This   isn’t   what   you   signed   up   for.”  
 

“Why   won’t   the   FBI   let   me   go   with   you?”  
 

His   red-rimmed   eyes   rose,   confusion   playing   in   them.   Jasper   was   getting   emotional.   It  
was   too   early   in   the   morning,   and   too   much   had   happened   already.   He   drew   in   a   sharp,   deep  
breath.   “What?”  
 

“Why   can’t   I   come?”   I   repeated,   holding   onto   his   forearm.   Even   if   I   couldn’t   stay   with   him  
the   entire   time,   I   could   at   least   visit.  
 

“Would   you   want   to?”   His   face   scrunched   up.   “I   mean…   There   isn’t   a   rule   or   anything,   I  
guess.   It’s   just-”   He   hesitated,   shaking   his   head.   “But   we’d   be   staying   in   a   shitty   one-bedroom  
apartment.   And   things   could   change   at   the   drop   of   a   hat.   It’s   probably   not   nine   to   five   like   he  
says   it   is.”  
 

Laying   my   head   on   his   shoulder,   I   gazed   up   at   him.   “Sounds   exciting.   So,   it’s   kind   of   a  
trial   run   for   living   together   someday?”   I   asked   with   a   smirk.   I   shifted   so   I   could   lightly   kiss   his  
cheek.   “We   can   play   house!   Oo,   think   of   all   the   kinky   roleplay,”   I   insisted   excitedly   as   I   gripped  
his   thigh.  
 

My   boyfriend   laughed   again,   his   palms   going   over   his   eyes   as   his   head   tipped   back.   “It  
might   be   a   really   long   time,   darlin.   Months.   Maybe   even   a   year.”   I   just   shrugged.   He   peered   at  
me,   his   mouth   an   emotionless   straight   line.   “Are   you   sure?   I   can’t   ask   you   to   move   away   from  
your   friends   with   a   week’s   notice.”  
 

“It’s   not   forever.   I   don’t   want   to   be   without   you   either,”   I   promised   as   I   leaned   into   him.  
Kissing   his   neck   lightly,   I   let   my   lips   linger   on   his   soft   skin.   “So,   when   do   we   leave   again?”  
 

He   smiled   at   my   attitude.   “March   second.   I   think   that’s   what   he   said.   I’ll   have   to  
double-check.”  
 

It   wasn’t   that   far   away,   almost   exactly   a   week.   Something   dawned   on   me   suddenly.   “Oh  
shit!   Tanya’s   birthday   is   the   following   weekend.   I   already   promised   her   I   was   going.”   It   was   a   big  
deal,   too.   It   was   her   thirtieth,   and   she   was   having   an   all-day   celebration.   Only   her   dearest  
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friends   were   coming   for   brunch   with   her   family.   Most   were   meeting   us   at   the   VIP   room   at   the  
club   Edward   had   rented   for   her.  
 

“You   could   fly   up   after,”   he   offered   with   a   wave   of   his   hand.   
 

“Are   you   sure?”  
 

Jasper   chuckled   and   grinned.   “Of   course,   I   am.   I   think   I   can   handle   being   alone   for   a   few  
days.   I   just-   I   just   can’t   handle   another   month.”   He   shook   his   head   and   swallowed   heavily.   “Not  
right   now.   Not   after   everything   that’s   happened.”  
 

“Well,”   I   pondered   as   I   put   my   head   on   his   shoulder   again,   wrapping   both   of   my   arms  
around   his   right.   “Her   birthday   is   on   Saturday.   I   should   probably   use   Sunday   to   recover   and  
pack.   Would   the   Monday   after   be   okay?   Just   a   week.”  
 

Taking   my   face   in   his   hands,   he   brought   me   in   for   a   deep   and   lingering   kiss.   His   fingers  
moved   into   my   hair,   holding   me   in   place.   “I   love   you.”  
 

“I   love   you,   too.”   I   brushed   my   nose   against   his.   We   stayed   silent   for   a   few   moments.  
“This   will   be   fun!   I   get   to   live   in   the   Northeast   for   a   while!   I’ve   done   the   northwest,   southwest,  
and   south,”   I   concluded   softly.  

 
“You’ll   definitely   get   to   go   to   New   York   City,”   he   mused.   “I   know   you   were   really   looking  

forward   to   that.   There   will   be   plenty   of   time.”  
 

“I   think   you’ll   get   days   off   to   come   with   me,   too.”   Humming,   he   nodded   his   head.   His  
eyes   were   still   sad   around   the   edges.   Lightly,   I   touched   his   cheek.   “Are   you   okay?”  
 

He   looked   off   towards   the   window   where   the   sun   was   coming   up.   The   light   was   just  
beginning   to   spill   through   the   crack.   It   was   a   faint,   soft   gray.   Slowly,   he   straightened   his   legs.   “I  
am   so   goddamn   disappointed,”   he   admitted.   Jasper   scrubbed   his   hand   over   his   mouth.   “I   didn’t  
want   to   think   about   anything   else   for   a   while.   I   didn’t   want   to   think   about   that   man’s   face   for   two  
weeks.”  
 

“I   don’t   think   that’s   how   it   works,”   I   breathed,   rubbing   his   arm   gently.   “It’ll   be   fine,   though.  
We’ll   have   more   time   to   plan   this   way.   We   only   had   a   couple   of   weeks-”  
 

“Oh,   I   had   everything   planned   and   ready   to   go,”   he   interrupted.   “I   would   have   shown   you  
today   before   I   bought   anything   for   sure.   Tonight.   But   no.   You’re   right.   It’ll   give   us   more   time   to  
plan   the   perfect   vacation   for   us.   You’ve   gone   through   hell,   too.   I’ve   been   selfish.   It   needs   to   be  
relaxing   for   both   of   us.”  
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I   laughed   at   his   sudden   anxiety   over   it.   “Okay,   not   that   what   I’ve   been   through   has   been  
pleasant,   but   it’s   nothing   compared   to   you.   And   I’d   be   happy   to   do   whatever   you   need,   sir.”  
Ducking   to   kiss   his   temple,   I   slid   my   hand   so   I   pressed   my   palm   against   his   heart.   “Anything   you  
desire.   I   just   want   to   be   with   you.   That’s   all   I   need.”  
 

His   fingers   curled   around   my   cheeks   before   he   turned   his   face   to   peck   my   lips   lightly.  
“You   are   the   best.”  
 

Our   alarm   clock   on   his   phone   went   off   across   the   room   on   the   floor.   He   sighed   softly.  
 

Jasper   got   out   of   bed   and   picked   it   up,   checking   the   screen   to   make   sure   it   wasn’t  
broken.   Thankfully,   it   wasn’t.   He   switched   off   the   alarm   before   putting   it   on   the   dresser.  
 

“Do   you   want   to   cancel   with   your   parents?”   I   offered   lightly.   “Say   you’re   sick,   and   we   can  
have   dinner   with   them   later   on   in   the   week?   We   can   just   go   back   to   bed.”  
 

“No.”   He   sighed   once   more.   Jasper   was   staring   at   his   feet   as   he   leaned   against   the  
drawers.   “The   guilt   would   be   even   worse.   I’ll   be   gone   for   a   while.   And   they’ve   been   looking  
forward   to   me   being   around   more.   I   couldn’t   do   that   to   them.”  
 

“They   would   understand.   You’ve   been   through   so   much,   and   you’ve   seen   them   a   lot  
lately.”  
 

“I   know.   But   I   was,   too.   Maybe   not   going   to   church,”   he   smirked   as   he   finally   glanced   up  
at   me.   “No,   we’ll   go   today.   And   I’ll   spend   more   time   with   them   again   before   then.”   I   nodded,  
crawling   to   the   end   of   the   bed.   “If   you   told   me   a   year   ago   that   I   would   turn   into   such   a   family  
man,   I   wouldn’t   have   believed   you.”  
 

I   giggled   softly.   “It’s   kind   of   hot,   actually.   You   are   so   straight-laced   on   the   outside,   it  
makes   everything   we   do   all   that   much   filthier.”  
 

Grabbing   me   up   in   his   arms,   he   laughed   as   he   kissed   me   forcefully.   I   eked   in   surprise  
against   his   mouth.   “Want   to   go   do   something   quick   and   dirty   in   the   shower   before   we   have   to   be  
squeaky   clean   all   day?”  
 

Humming   loudly,   I   nodded   again.   Wordlessly,   I   led   him   into   the   bathroom.  
 

Two   hours   later,   we   were   in   one   of   the   largest   churches   in   Dallas,   sitting   in   a   row   that  
was   comprised   of   his   entire   family.   All   of   us   were   wearing   our   literal   Sunday   best.   We   were   in  
the   front   pews,   maybe   five   back.   The   place   was   multistory,   and   they   had   a   full   orchestra   and  
choir.  
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Caroline   sat   on   the   end   with   Justin   so   she   could   talk   to   anyone   that   came   by.   There   were  
so   many   people,   all   happy   to   chat   with   her.   Her   husband   just   nodded   a   lot.   They   all   spoke   to  
Jasper   as   if   they   knew   him.   They   recounted   how   they   prayed   for   him   and   praised   him   for   his  
service.   He   was   a   hero.  
 

I   agreed   with   them.  
 

It   made   him   so   flustered.   His   mother   constantly   complimented   him,   talking   over   her  
husband   at   her   son   with   big   hand   gestures.   She   kept   introducing   me   proudly.   His   grandmother  
was   sitting   between   Rosalie   and   myself.   “Lord,   she   is   treating   you   two   like   new   props,”   she  
whispered.  
 

“It’s   fine,   Mamaw,”   he   promised   quickly.  
 

She   leaned   forward   to   glare   at   her   daughter-in-law   with   a   sour   expression.   “Caroline,  
they   ain’t   gonna   wanna   come   with   us   again   if   you   keep   using   them   to   show   off,”   she   continued  
as   people   went   to   their   seats   for   the   beginning   of   the   service.   Everyone   was   getting   quiet,   and  
she   was   so   loud.   Several   folks   turned   around   to   watch.  
 

Emmett   was   trying   not   to   laugh.   He   was   sitting   on   the   other   side   of   his   wife,   his   lips  
pursed   together.   Rosalie   bent   over   to   peer   at   her   anxious   brother   and   me,   shaking   her   head.  
“It’s   your   turn   now.   I’m   sorry.”  
 

“It’s   fine,”   Jasper   repeated   swiftly.   “We   won’t   be   able   to   come   back   for   a   while   anyway,”  
he   mumbled   under   his   breath.  
 

His   mother   looked   over   sharply.   “What?   Why?”  
 

Grimacing,   he   didn’t   meet   her   eyes.   “I’ve   got   my   orders,   and   I’m   shipping   up   north  
again,”   he   murmured   as   the   pastor   came   out   of   the   podium,   the   music   starting   to   echo   in   the  
halls.   She   pouted   at   him,   her   entire   body   slumped   in   her   seat.   “I’m   sorry.   I’ve   got   to   help   with   the  
case.”  
 

Then   something   popped   into   her   brain.   “Bella   can   still   join   us!”   She   hopefully   offered.   He  
shook   his   head.   “Why?”  
 

“She’s   coming   with   me.   I   might   be   up   there   for   a   few   months,   and   I’ll   have   an  
apartment-”  
 

“You’re   going   to   live   together?!”   She   asked   way   too   loudly   as   the   music   stopped.   A  
quarter   of   the   church   turned   to   look   at   us.  
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Her   son   flushed   scarlet.   He   rubbed   his   forehead   with   his   fingers,   quickly   nodding.   “While  
in   Albany,   at   least.   Yes.   Now,   shh…”   he   hissed.   Jasper   then   glanced   back   at   me   with   his   eyes  
wide.   “Oh,   good   God,”   he   mouthed.  
 

Both   Mamaw   and   I   snorted.   I   reached   over   to   squeeze   his   hand.   The   entire   service,   I  
kept   my   head   on   his   shoulder   with   our   fingers   intertwined   on   his   thigh.   I   didn’t   hear   a   word   the  
pastor   said.  
 

All   I   could   think   about   was   our   apartment   in   Albany.  
 
 

 
 

Chapter   Three:   In   an   airport   parking  
garage  

 
I   was   driving,   not   that   I   had   a   real   desire   to   do   so.   Jasper   wanted   me   to   use   his   new   car  

while   he   was   away   until   I   came   up   to   join   him.   I   think   it   made   him   feel   better.   Then   it   would   stay  
at   his   parents   with   the   rest   of   the   things   he   couldn’t   take   with   him.   His   luggage   was   a   single  
suitcase   and   a   garment   bag   that   held   his   suits   as   well   as   his   briefcase.   It   wasn’t   much   at   all.   He  
put   triple   that   in   his   old   bedroom.   He   couldn’t   believe   how   quickly   he   collected   stuff.  
 

Jasper   was   so   ready   to   settle   down.  
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We   were   silent   on   the   drive   to   the   airport.   There   wasn’t   really   anything   to   talk   about.   We  
had   gone   over   it   all   during   the   week,   probably   twice.   Maybe   even   three   times.   He   was   too   deep  
in   his   own   thoughts   to   chat.   His   hand   rested   on   my   denim-covered   thigh,   his   other   propping   up  
his   chin   as   he   gazed   out   the   window.   Jasper   kept   chewing   on   his   bottom   lip   as   he   did.  
 

It   was   early   in   the   morning.   The   sun   was   rising   behind   us   on   the   highway,   but   the   sky  
ahead   was   still   faintly   blue   and   purple   as   I   paid   to   get   into   DFW.   I   came   to   a   stop   on   the   top   floor  
of   the   parking   garage.   We   had   a   few   minutes   before   we   had   to   go   inside,   and   I   wanted   to   enjoy  
those   moments   in   private.   There   were   no   cars   around.  

 
“Hey,”   I   prompted   lightly.   “You   doing   okay?”   He   still   hadn’t   moved,   his   thumb   resting   on  

his   cheek.  
 

“Hm?”   Humming,   he   glanced   at   me   finally.   Jasper   shook   his   head   as   he   looked   down.  
“Oh,   yeah.   Of   course,   darlin.   Just   not   ready   for   this   vacation   to   be   over.   That’s   all.”  
 

“That   wasn’t   a   vacation,”   I   repeated   his   words   from   that   morning.  
 

Groaning,   he   nodded.   “No,   it   wasn’t,”   he   agreed   with   a   smirk.   “But   I’ve   gotten   very  
spoiled   being   around   you   all   the   time.   These   past   two   months   have   been   the   best   of   my   life.”  
 

I   scoffed,   looking   down   at   my   lap.   Taking   his   hand   that   still   rested   on   my   thigh,   I  
squeezed   his   fingers.   “Even   with   the   gunshot   wound?”  
 

“Bella,”   he   spoke   my   name   in   a   breath.   “I   finally   found   a   place   I   want   to   be,   and   it’s   with  
you.   Here,   with   my   friends   and   my   family.   I’m   glad   it   happened.   It   showed   me   what   kind   of   future  
I   really   want,”   he   answered   as   he   picked   up   my   palm   and   brought   it   to   his   mouth   to   kiss.   “I’m  
ready   to   get   started   on   that   part   of   my   life,   but   my   job   is   stopping   me   from   that.   Again.   I   need   to  
move   on.”  
 

“No,   it’s   not,”   I   promised.   “It’s   just   delaying   it   for   a   little   while.   And   we’ll   be   together   again  
soon.   It’s   only   for   a   short   while,”   I   repeated,   hoping   he   would   believe   me   and   not   worry   so   much.  
“Then,   when   I   get   there,   you’ll   work,   and   I’ll   write.   And   when   you   get   home,   we’ll   play   house.  
And   you   can   play   with   me…”   I   trailed   off,   making   him   chuckle.   “Start   thinking   of   all   the   scenes  
you   want   to   do,   Dr.   Hale.   I   expect   you   to   use   your   imagination,”   I   teased   as   I   brought   him   to   me  
for   a   kiss.   It   lingered   for   a   long   moment.   
 

He   smiled   against   my   cheek.   “Mm.   Yes,   Goddess.”  
 

“You   absolutely   do   not   understand   how   much   that   turns   me   on,”   I   whispered   in   a   sigh,  
scratching   my   nails   over   the   back   of   his   neck   lightly.   We   had   made   love   before   we   left   for   the  
airport,   but   I   wanted   him   again.   It   was   never   enough.   I   needed   more   of   his   lips   and   hands   on   my  
body.   Just   thinking   about   it   made   me   tingle   with   desire.  
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“Oh,   yes,   I   do,”   he   cooed   as   he   dragged   his   fingers   from   my   knee   to   the   apex   of   my  

thighs.   Gasping   softly,   I   rocked   against   his   hand.   “I   can’t   wait   to   see   what   you   have   in   store   for  
me   next   time   we   play,   Goddess.”  
 

He   was   literally   making   all   my   dreams   come   true.  
 

“Next   time,”   I   began   in   a   beguiling   voice   as   I   pecked   his   lips.   “It   won’t   just   be   about  
pleasure.”  
 

Jasper   moaned   quietly.   “Yes,   definitely   just   a   switch   for   you,”   he   mumbled   before   he  
kissed   me   more   forcefully.   I   giggled   against   his   mouth,   making   him   genuinely   smile.   “And   what  
sort   of   torture   would   you   like   to   subject   me   to?”  
 

“I   think   I’d   enjoy   tying   you   up   to   the   bed,   both   your   arms   and   legs.   Blindfold   you,   and  
maybe   even   use   earplugs.   Or   perhaps   earbuds   playing   music.   Then   I’d   alternate   between  
pleasure   and   pain.   Kisses,   ice,   hot   wax,   some   clamps,   the   crop,   flogger,   and   a   vibrator.  
Whatever   else   I   can   find   to   tease   you.   Play   with   you   for   hours   before   I   let   you   cum   inside   of   me.”  
 

Leaning   his   head   back   against   the   rest,   his   eyes   went   over   my   body.   “Hot   candle   wax  
dripped   all   over   your   tits   and   thighs.   Damn,   we   need   to   do   that.”  
 

“I   was   kind   of   hoping   that   maybe   you’d   tie   me   bent   over   something   and   drip   it   all   over   my  
ass   after   a   good   spanking,”   I   flirted,   dragging   my   nails   over   his   pant’s   leg.   “Down   the   back   of   my  
thighs.”  
 

“Fuck,   let’s   go   back   to   the   hotel,”   he   muttered   before   leaning   in   to   kiss   me   fiercely.  
Unabashedly,   he   groped   me   through   my   shirt.   Jasper   worked   my   nipple   until   it   was   hard   under  
his   touch.  
 

“You   could   just   fuck   me   right   here   in   the   car,”   I   offered   as   seductively   as   possible   as   I  
massaged   him,   too.   “We   could   crawl   into   the   back   seat-”  
 

“Damn,”   he   whimpered,   pulling   back   with   a   laugh   and   a   smile.   “I   swear,   if   I   had   thirty  
more   minutes,   I   would.”  
 

I   giggled   wickedly.   “I   promise   it   won’t   take   that   long.”  
 

Snorting,   Jasper   shook   his   head.   “Thank   you.”  
 

“What?   For   what?”   I   asked   in   confusion.  
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“For   existing   and   making   me   forget   how   terrible   the   world   can   be   for   a   moment,”   he  
breathed,   curling   his   fingers   around   my   cheek.   He   sighed   softly   as   he   glanced   at   the   clock   on  
the   dashboard.   “I   should   get   going.”  
 

He   kissed   me   as   if   we   would   be   apart   for   years   in   the   terminal   lobby   before   the   security  
checkpoint.   Bending   me   back,   his   arms   wrapped   around   my   body.   When   he   pulled   me   up,   his  
forehead   rested   against   mine.   We   were   both   heavily   panting.   He   made   me   feel   like   one   of   those  
girls   in   my   sappy   romantic   stories,   all   secluded   in   the   quiet   airport.  
 

“I   love   you,   sir,”   I   breathed   in   his   ear.  
 

“I   love   you,   too,   Goddess,”   he   replied   lightly.   We   were   alone,   so   he   gave   my   ass   one   last  
squeeze   before   he   had   to   leave.   Whimpering,   I   pressed   my   face   into   his   chest.   It   made   him  
chuckle   as   he   kissed   the   top   of   my   head.   “Alright.   I’ll   see   you   in   a   week.   Enjoy   your   party.”  
 

“You   are   too   happy   you’re   missing   it.”   He   was   going   to   be   my   date   originally.   He   wasn’t  
looking   forward   to   being   anywhere   close   to   Edward   again.   Now   Alice   would   be   my   companion.  
We   were   going   to   go   shopping   the   next   day   for   the   event   and   my   traveling.   He   nodded   in  
response,   smirking.   “Terrible.”  
 

“A   little,”   he   agreed.  
 

Glancing   up,   his   handsome   face   was   smiling   down   at   me.   Tightly,   I   gripped   the   lapels   of  
his   blazer.   His   gun   was   already   in   place   in   its   holster.   He   was   on   duty,   and   they   required   him   to  
carry   it,   even   if   he   wasn’t   about   to   do   anything   dangerous.   “Have   a   good   day.”  
 

“I   always   sincerely   try,”   he   said   before   I   watched   him   disappear   through   security   with   a  
flash   of   his   badge.   They   seemed   to   know   him.   The   guards   waved   him   on   with   a   smile.  
 

I   didn’t   listen   to   music   on   the   drive   home.   I   was   too   nervous   about   doing   it   in   his   car.  
Especially   in   Dallas   traffic.   It   would   be   terrible   if   anything   happened   to   it   while   in   my   care.   I  
would   feel   horrendous   at   the   very   least.   My   rusted   red   truck   looked   so   sad   when   I   parked   next  
to   it.   It   was   covered   in   a   thick   layer   of   yellow   pollen   since   spring   came   early   to   Texas.  
 

After   I   killed   the   engine,   I   just   sat   there.   I   didn’t   want   to   go   into   my   apartment   to   be   alone.  
It   was   the   first   time   in   a   long   while.   I   knew   there   was   work   I   could   do   to   distract   me,   but   my   heart  
wasn’t   in   it.   I   figured   I   would   go   back   to   bed   instead   and   sleep   the   day   away.  
 

The   moment   I   stepped   out   of   the   marine   blue   BMW,   my   cell   phone   rang   loudly   in   my  
purse.   I   didn’t   know   the   number,   so   I   supposed   it   was   a   spam   call.   I   quickly   brought   it   up   to   my  
ear   to   check   before   I   blocked   it.   “Hello?”  
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“Hello!   I’m   trying   to   reach   Ms.   Isabella   Swan,”   a   real   person   started   on   the   other   side.  
They   didn’t   say   they   were   the   FBI   or   the   police,   so   I   rolled   my   eyes.   I   was   about   to   be   sold  
something.   Law   enforcement   was   always   keen   to   announce   themselves   so   they   could   get   down  
to   business.   
 

“This   is   she,”   I   stated   flatly,   making   my   way   towards   my   front   door.   I   had   to   search   for   my  
set   of   keys   in   my   purse,   dumping   Jasper’s   inside.   He   had   his   car   and   his   parents’   house   on   a  
ring,   and   that   was   it.  
 

“Hi.   My   name   is   Eric   Yorkie.   I’m   an   agent   for   the   Black   Sun   publishing   company.   This   is  
Isabella   Swan,   the   writer,   correct?”  
 

I   stopped   in   surprise,   my   mouth   hanging   open.   It   took   a   few   seconds   to   shake   the   fog  
free   from   my   brain.   “Um,   yeah.   Yes,   it   is.   How   may   I   help   you?”  
 

He   hastily   cleared   his   throat.   “Well,   your   work   has   recently   come   to   my   attention,   and   I  
was   hoping   to   discuss   the   possibility   of   doing   business   with   you.   Maybe   get   you   under   contract.”  
 

“What   did   you   read?”   I   questioned   in   shock.   There   were   so   many   possibilities.   I   just  
blurted   it   out.   
 

“The   Rabbit   in   the   Snow.”  
 

The   words   hung   in   the   air.  
 

I   leaned   against   my   front   door,   my   hand   over   my   mouth.   My   heart   was   beating   a   million  
miles   an   hour.   But   I   knew   I   had   to   get   myself   under   control.   Closing   my   eyes,   I   tried   to   focus.  
“And   what   do   you   mean   by   a   contract,   exactly?”  
 

“I   would   like   to   buy   the   rights   to   publish   the   novel.   But   if   it’s   possible,   I’d   prefer  
discussing   it   with   you   in   person.   Over   lunch?   My   treat,”   he   added   swiftly   at   the   end.  
 

“Oh!   Um,   yeah.   Well…”   I   trailed   off   as   I   thought   about   it.   It   was   actually   hard.   There   was  
so   much   going   on   in   my   brain.   “I’ll   be   free   this   week,   but   I’ll   be   traveling   soon   for   an   extended  
period.”  
 

“This   week   works!”   He   eagerly   replied.   “Uh,   what   do   you   say   to   Thursday?   I’ll   have   my  
secretary   make   some   reservations,   and   I’ll   have   her   send   you   the   information   when   we   confirm  
the   time   and   date.”  
 

“That’s   fine!”   I   answered   immediately.   “Um,   Thursday   lunch.   That   works   perfectly.   Thank  
you.”  
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The   man   on   the   other   side   of   the   phone   chuckled   cordially.   “Fantastic!   I’m   so   happy   I   got  
a   hold   of   you   so   easily.   I   very   much   enjoyed   your   story.   Obviously,   if   I’m   making   this   call,”   he  
rambled.   He   sounded   young.   “Anyway.   Thank   you   for   your   time.   If   I   could   get   more   contact  
information   from   you,   that   would   be   great.”  
 

After   I   gave   him   my   email   address,   we   hung   up.   I   stared   at   the   screen   for   a   long   second.   
 

Suddenly   tears   burst   forth,   the   dam   breaking   wildly.   I   put   both   fists   over   my   eyes,  
shaking   with   the   force   of   it.   And   I   had   no   idea   exactly   why.  
 

“Bella?”   Edward   breathed   as   he   came   into   the   hallway   towards   the   apartment.   “What  
happened?   Are   you   okay?”  
 

I   brought   my   hands   down   to   look   at   him.   He   was   only   a   few   feet   away,   clearly   worried.  
He   was   in   his   blue   jeans   and   a   polo   since   he   was   off   for   the   day.   “I   just   got   a   call   from   a  
publisher.   They   want   to   buy   my   book,”   I   choked   out.   
 

“Oh!”   He   remarked   in   surprise.   Edward   rocked   on   his   heels,   slipping   his   fingers   in   his  
pockets.   “Well…   Congratulations!   So,   are   these   happy   tears?”   He   asked,   leaning   down   to   peer  
at   my   face.  
 

Opening   my   mouth   to   answer,   nothing   came   out.   I   tried   to   look   him   in   the   eyes,   but   I  
couldn’t.   They   just   came   harder.   “I   don’t   know,”   I   finally   whimpered.  
 

“Shit.   Um,   okay,”   he   grumbled   as   he   hurriedly   unlocked   the   front   door   while   I   still   leaned  
against   it.   “Come   on.   Let’s   get   you   inside,   sweetheart.   I’ll   get   you   something   to   drink.   A   glass   of  
water.”  
 

“Water   doesn’t   fix   everything,”   I   blubbered,   wiping   my   nose   with   my   long   sleeve.   It   was  
gross,   but   I   didn’t   care.   I   was   about   to   throw   myself   into   bed,   anyway.  
 

“No,”   he   agreed.   “But   it   gives   me   something   to   do   with   my   hands.”  
 

Finally,   Edward   opened   the   door   and   led   me   inside.   Tanya   was   there   by   the   couch,  
gathering   her   things   and   shoving   them   into   his   big   purse.   They   were   about   to   go   out   for   the   day.  
She   looked   up   at   us   in   shock.   
 

“What’s   going   on?”   She   was   instantly   concerned.  
 

“I   got   a   call   from   a   publisher,   and   they   want   to   talk   to   me   about   my   book.   And   Jasper  
isn’t   here   for   me   to   tell   him,”   I   wept,   my   shoulders   slumping   as   if   there   was   a   weight   on   them.  
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She   hurriedly   came   around   the   sofa   to   hug   me   while   her   boyfriend   jogged   off   into   the  
kitchen.   Her   long   arms   reached   around   me   as   she   kissed   the   top   of   my   head.   “Aw,   you   can  
soon,   though!   Tonight,   right?   But   that’s   fabulous!   I   knew   it   would   happen!   I’m   so   proud   of   you.”  
 

“Thank   you,”   I   sniffled.  
 

Gently,   Edward   put   his   hand   on   my   shoulder   and   passed   me   the   glass   with   a   straw.  
“Here   you   go.”  
 

Looking   at   it   for   a   moment,   I   glanced   up   at   him   awkwardly.   “Um,   thanks,   Doc.   I   think   I’ll  
take   this   and   lie   down   for   a   while.   Y’all   have   a   good   day,”   I   replied   before   anyone   could   say  
anything   else   to   me.   I   was   so   embarrassed   over   the   weird   outburst   that   I   didn’t   quite  
understand.  
 

After   a   few   minutes,   my   roommate   tapped   her   fingernails   on   the   door.   “Are   you   sure?”  
She   asked   through   it   in   a   gentle   voice.  
 

“Yeah.   I’m   fine.   Just   emotional.   I   didn’t   get   any   sleep   last   night.   You   go   have   fun.”  
 

There   was   a   hushed   discussion   in   the   living   room   I   couldn’t   hear.   Finally,   Edward  
shouted   to   me   through   my   bedroom   door.   “Call   us   if   you   need   anything,”   he   declared   firmly.  
 

“I’m   okay.   I   just   need   a   nap!   I   swear.”  
 

Sitting   on   the   edge   of   the   bed,   I   placed   the   cup   to   the   side.   The   front   door   rattled   as   they  
left.   I   could   hear   the   deadbolt   locking   in   place   loudly.   I   rubbed   my   palms   over   my   eyes,  
swallowing   back   the   leftovers   of   the   outbursts   in   my   throat.  
 

My   phone   beeped   in   my   purse.   This   time   it   was   from   Jasper.   Without   even   reading   it,   it  
made   my   heart   feel   a   little   better.  
 

“I   already   can’t   wait   to   talk   to   you   tonight.   I’m   so   pathetic.”  
 

Biting   my   lip,   I   smiled   to   myself.   “No,   you’re   not.   I   can’t   wait,   either.   I’ve   got   some   news  
to   tell   you,   anyway.   Call   me   when   you   get   settled   at   the   hotel.   It’s   huge.”  
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Chapter   Four:   In   a   Car  
 

Alice   picked   me   up   a   little   before   noon   the   following   day.   It   was   spring   break   for   the  
school   she   was   teaching   at,   and   she   was   happy   to   get   out   and   do   normal   things   during   daylight.  
We   hadn’t   seen   each   other   much   since   the   shooting,   though   we   had   spoken   a   lot.  
 

“Hey,   gorgeous.”   She   beamed   at   me   as   soon   as   I   got   into   her   little   yellow   sports   car.   I  
always   felt   way   too   big   in   it.   She   had   it   since   she   was   a   teenager   and   it   was   her   baby.   She   had  
just   gotten   the   paint   job   redone   the   year   before   so   that   it   was   the   color   of   sunshine.  
 

“Hi!”   I   replied,   smiling   in   return.   “Okay,   I   need   so   much   help   with   this   meeting.   Please   use  
your   magical   powers   and   assist   me   in   finding   clothes   that   make   me   look   somewhat  
professional,”   I   began   right   away.  
 

“With   pleasure,”   she   remarked   with   a   grin.   “Lunch   first?”  
 

“Always.”  
 

“So,   how’s   Jasper   doing?”   She   asked   as   we   set   off   towards   the   restaurant   we   had   talked  
about   going   to   when   we   planned   our   day.  
 

“Well,”   I   took   a   deep   breath   and   just   started   letting   it   all   out   at   once.   It   had   been   a  
stressful   couple   of   months,   and   so   much   had   been   going   on,   not   only   to   us   but   between   Jasper  
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and   myself.   Texting   wasn’t   the   same   as   in   person.   It   felt   as   if   I   spoke   for   the   entire   drive   and  
could   have   kept   going   for   the   whole   day.  
 

Our   meal   was   going   to   be   sandwiches.   We   were   eating   at   a   deli   where   you   order   at   the  
counter,   nothing   too   fancy.   There   were   a   few   people   ahead   of   us,   but   I   barely   noticed   as   I  
continued   to   talk.   It   was   lunchtime,   so   it   wasn’t   surprising   it   was   busy.  
 

“And   he’s   cool   with   you   going   to   the   party   even   with   Edward   being   there?”   My   best   friend  
questioned,   pulling   her   wallet   out   of   her   purse   to   get   ready   to   pay.  
 

“Yeah.   He   trusts   me.   And   we’re   friends   now.   He’s   not   a   terrible   person,   just-”   I   stopped,  
not   knowing   how   to   finish   that.   “It’s   whatever.   He   feels   awkward   around   Edward   now.   They   glare  
at   each   other   when   they’re   in   the   same   room.   It’s   not   like   we   hang   out   or   anything,   but  
sometimes   he’ll   be   there   when   I   spend   time   with   Tanya.”  
 

“Jasper’s   just   mad   that   boy   wants   some   of   what   he   got,”   she   giggled,   saying   it   in   a   funny  
voice.  
 

I   rolled   my   eyes.   “Well,   Jasper   shouldn’t   worry   because   the   only   man   I   want   is   him.”  
 

“I   think   you   should   totally   play-”   She   began   as   the   person   in   front   of   us   turned   around   to  
look   at   us.  
 

“Bella?”   Rosalie   asked   in   surprise.   I   hadn’t   recognized   her.   She   was   in   workout   clothes  
with   her   hair   thrown   up.   I   hadn’t   seen   her   without   makeup   before.   She   was   still   stunning,  
though.   If   I   were   honest,   she   could   have   been   a   model,   but   so   could   her   brother.  
 

“Oh,   my   god!   Rose!   Hi!”   I   blurted   out,   looking   at   my   friend   with   wide   eyes.   I   was   so   glad  
she   didn’t   finish   her   sentence.   “Um,   Alice,   this   is   Jasper’s   twin   sister,   Rosalie.”  
 

Alice   smiled   at   her   welcomingly.   “Of   course!   I’ve   seen   so   many   pictures   of   you.   It’s   nice  
to   meet   you!   Your   brother   loves   you   so   much.”  
 

“Yeah,   he’s   spoken   about   you,”   she   replied   almost   shyly,   nodding.   “Sorry,   I   didn’t   mean  
to   eavesdrop.   You   don’t   hear   the   name   ‘Jasper’   too   often,   and   it   caught   my   attention.”  
 

“No!   It’s   okay.   So,   what   are   you   up   to?”   I   inquired,   trying   to   make   small   talk   while   the  
people   in   front   of   her   took   forever.   It   was   an   elderly   couple   with   their   young   grandkids.  
 

“Oh,   it’s   my   day   off.   I   just   went   to   do   some   yoga,   and   I   decided   to   treat   myself   to   a   nice  
lunch   since   I   have   nothing   else   to   do.   What   about   you?”  
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I   promptly   nodded   in   understanding.   “Well,   we   were   about   to   have   lunch   and   spend   the  
day   shopping.”  
 

This   got   her   attention.   “Oh?   What   for?”  
 

“So.   Much.   Stuff,”   I   sighed   as   I   rubbed   a   hand   over   my   forehead.   “I   need   a   new   party  
dress   for   my   roommates   thirtieth,   and   I   think   I   need   more   clothes   that   would   be   good   for  
springtime   in   New   York.   Light   sweaters   and   thin   long-sleeves.   Things   like   that.”   I   was   already   in  
a   sleeveless   shirt   and   capri   pants.   Texas   was   exceptionally   warm   and   humid   today.  
 

Alice   leaned   in   with   a   sly   smirk   on   her   face.   “And   some   slutty   underwear   for   your  
brother.”   I   swatted   her,   making   my   friend   giggle.  
 

“She   doesn’t   need   to   hear   that,”   I   whined   with   a   laugh.  
 

“It’s   fine,”   she   laughed,   too.   “It’s   kind   of   expected,   even   if   it’s   something   I   try   not   to   think  
about.”   She   bowed   her   head   as   if   she   was   telling   a   naughty   secret.   “I   love   shopping   so   much.”  
 

“I   hate   it,”   I   responded   dryly.   “Do   you   want   to   join   us?”   I   offered   before   looking   over   at  
Alice.   She   quickly   nodded   in   agreement   as   a   broad   smile   grew   on   her   lush   pink   lips   that   was  
very   similar   to   her   brother’s.  
 

She   seemed   genuinely   surprised.   “I’d   love   to!   If   I   wouldn’t   be   imposing,”   Rosalie   added  
sheepishly.  
 

“Ma’am,   I   can   take   your   order   now,”   the   cashier   called   to   us,   trying   to   get   our   attention.  
We   had   been   too   focused   on   our   conversation   and   were   holding   up   the   line.   There   were   several  
people   behind   us,   waiting.  
 

“Yeah,   sorry,”   I   said   to   her,   ushering   Rose   to   the   counter.   She   was   ahead   of   us.   “We’d  
love   for   you   to   join   us,”   I   promised   her   in   a   whisper.  
 

Nodding   her   head,   she   ducked   it   timidly.   “Awesome,”   she   answered   before   looking   at   the  
young   cashier.   “I’ll   take   the   number   three,   extra   cheese,   no   onions,   with   the   baked   chips   and  
unsweet   tea.   And   whatever   they’d   like.”   She   pointed   to   us.   “My   treat.”  
 

“Aw,   you   don’t   have   to   do   that,”   I   hastily   stammered.  
 

“No,   I   want   to.   I   don’t   get   to   go   out   a   lot   with   female   friends.   Besides,   this   is   Emmett’s  
credit   card.   He   pays   for   this   one.”  
 

“Well,   in   that   case,”   I   remarked   almost   blandly,   making   her   snicker.  
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We   had   such   a   wonderfully   pleasant   lunch   with   her.   She   was   timid   and   soft-spoken.   Both  
she   and   Alice   enjoyed   fashion,   and   they   struck   up   a   quick   conversation   over   it.   They   had  
thoughts   about   what   I   should   wear   to   the   party,   both   for   the   day   and   evening.   I   couldn’t   go   in   a  
church   dress   to   brunch   and   then   hit   the   clubs,   and   there   was   no   way   I   was   wearing   something  
skimpy   all   day   in   front   of   Tanya’s   family.  
 

We   made   plans   about   where   to   meet   up   as   we   walked   to   the   parking   lot.  
 

Rosalie’s   sleek   classic   sixties   Mustang   sat   beside   ours,   just   a   space   apart.   It   was   baby  
blue   and   perfect.   She   stopped   to   stare   at   Alice’s   car.   She   seemed   impressed.   “Is   that   a   Porsche  
944?”  
 

“Yes,   it   is!   Very   good!”   Alice   answered.  
 

“What   year?”  
 

“1985.”  
 

“Oooo…”   she   drew   out   as   she   ran   her   fingers   over   the   back.   “This   is   beautiful.”  
 

“You’re   both   making   me   feel   so   inadequate,”   I   spoke   jokingly,   even   though   I   meant   it.  
“Jasper   keeps   insisting   I   use   his   new   car   because   he’s   afraid   of   my   rust   bucket.”  
 

Curiously,   his   sister   looked   at   me.   “What   do   you   drive?”  
 

“I   have   a   1953   Chevy   that   my   dad   bought   for   me   when   I   moved   in   with   him   when   I   was   a  
teenager.   He   had   the   engine   completely   redone   for   me,   but   that   was   nearly   twenty   years   ago,”   I  
explained.   “She’s   an   old   lady,   but   I   adore   my   truck.”  
 

“SHUT   THE   FUCK   UP!”   She   practically   shouted   at   me.   “You   do   not!”   I   nodded.   “That   is  
one   of   the   coolest-looking   vehicles.   Does   it   have   the   round   bonnet?”   I   nodded   once   more.   “Ugh,  
I’d   love   to   get   under   that   hood.”  
 

“Really?”   Alice   asked   in   confusion.  
 

“I’m   a   classic   car   mechanic.   I   restore   vintage   automobiles.   Cars,   trucks,   motorcycles.   A  
few   tractors.”  

 
“I   didn’t   know   that.   That’s   cool!”   I   felt   like   a   jackass   for   not   asking   about   her   work   sooner.  

She   wasn’t   very   talkative,   and   if   we   were   together,   we   usually   were   with   Caroline   too.   She  
dominated   any   conversation.  
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Blushing,   she   rubbed   the   back   of   her   neck.   “Yeah,   I   don’t   really   talk   about   it   a   lot  
because   I   know   it’s   not   the   most   normal   career   for   a   woman-”  
 

“Um,   who   cares   about   normal?   That’s   dope,”   Alice   reassured   her.   It   made   Rose’s   entire  
face   light   up.  
 

“Thank   you.   Most   women   find   it   rather   off-putting   that   I’m   a   grease   monkey.   Dad   wanted  
me   to   sell   cars,   like   him,   but   I   don’t   have   the   personality   for   it.”  
 

“Obviously,   we   think   it’s   cool,”   Alice   pointed   to   her   car   as   she   spoke.   “So,   we’ll   meet   you  
at   the   mall?”  
 

“Yeah.   See   you   there.   Park   by   the   Dillard’s?”   She   double-checked   just   to   make   sure.  
 

We   shopped   until   six   o’clock.   The   two   of   them   were   having   so   much   fun   together.   I   came  
away   with   a   lot   more   clothing   than   I   intended,   but   it   would   be   good   to   get   some   new   things.  
 

Alice   paused   as   we   walked   out   of   a   store   with   another   bag   of   purchases   to   look   at   her  
watch.   “Okay,   I   hate   to   do   this,   but   I   have   a   date   tonight,   and   I   need   to   get   ready.   We   were   out  
longer   than   I   expected   us   to   be,”   she   declared.   “Bella   usually   rushes   through   this,”   she   teased,  
smiling   at   her   new   friend.  
 

“Aw,   but   I   was   having   fun!”   Rosalie   whined   playfully.  
 

“Me   too,”   I   admitted.  
 

“Well,   how   about   this?   I’ll   take   you   home.   We   can   shop   a   little   longer.”   She   peeked   at   her  
smartwatch.   “Oh!   Emmett   gets   off   at   eight.   Do   you   want   to   have   dinner   with   us?”  
 

I   looked   at   my   boyfriend’s   sister   and   then   my   best   friend.   Alice   encouragingly   gazed   at  
me.   I   glanced   back   at   Rose.   “That   sounds   great.   I’d   love   to.”  
 

After   we   hit   a   few   more   stores,   we   figured   we   would   pick   up   some   supper   and   bring   it   to  
her   place.   Emmett   had   a   long   day   and   was   tired.   So   was   I,   and   pizza   and   some   beer   sounded  
fantastic.   Rosalie   ordered   it   on   an   app   as   we   sat   in   the   parking   garage   of   the   Galleria.   When  
she   finished,   she   didn’t   start   the   car   right   away.   She   put   the   keys   in   the   ignition   where   they   just  
dangled   there   for   a   moment,   clinking   together   loudly   in   the   silence.   
 

“Um,   so…   I   was   debating   whether   I   wanted   to   talk   to   you   about   this   or   not,   but   I   like   you,  
and   you   seem   like   a   wonderful   person,   so   I   don’t   want   you   to   get   blindsided   or   anything.”  
 

“Okay,”   I   drawled,   assuming   I   was   about   to   get   a   warning   about   either   her   husband   or  
mother.   Both   were   a   handful.  



/

 
“Jasper   isn’t   the   kind   of   man   you   think   he   is,”   she   began,   looking   nervously   down   at   her  

lap.   “He’s   a   good   guy.   Most   of   the   time.   I   don’t   know.   Anyway,”   she   mumbled.   “My   brother   is…  
violent.”  
 

I   narrowed   my   eyes   at   her   as   my   cheeks   heated.   “What   do   you   mean?”  
 

She   couldn’t   look   at   me.   “He   likes   to   hit   women,”   she   spoke   in   a   hushed   tone   even  
though   we   were   alone.  
 

Rosalie   barely   got   the   sentence   out   before   I   laughed.   It   was   a   little   nervous   and  
hysterical.   I   immediately   slapped   my   hand   over   my   mouth.   “I’m   sorry.   You’re   serious.   That’s  
rude.   But,   um,   yeah.   I   know.”  
 

“You   do?”   She   questioned   in   surprise.  
 

Biting   my   lip,   I   considered   what   to   tell   her.   I   didn’t   want   her   to   be   concerned   about   me   or  
what   happened   between   us.   “It’s-   uh,   actually   how   we   met.   We   both   like   it.”  
 

Her   jaw   dropped   in   confusion.   “I   thought   you   met   through   Alice.”  
 

“We   did.   She   likes   it,   too,”   I   whispered   for   some   reason.   I   wasn’t   telling   a   secret.   Alice  
would   cheerfully   tell   her   all   about   it   if   asked.   She   wasn’t   embarrassed.  
 

“Really?!”  
 

Laughing,   I   briefly   looked   out   the   window.   “We’re   all   into   different   aspects   of   BDSM.   I’m  
sorry   if   this   is   TMI,”   I   began,   looking   down   at   my   hands.   “Your   concern   is   genuinely   touching,  
though.   Thank   you.”   I   smiled   as   I   glanced   at   her.   “I’d   probably   want   a   warning   if   I   weren’t   into   it.”  
 

Opening   and   closing   her   mouth   again   for   a   moment,   she   finally   shook   her   head.   “But,  
you   seem   so   innocent!”   I   laughed,   making   her   do   so.   “You   like   it,   too?   I   mean,   you   want   him   to  
hit   you?”   She   scrunched   up   her   nose.  
 

“Mm,   yes,”   I   giggled,   my   flush   somehow   getting   brighter.   “It’s   not   the   only   thing   we   enjoy.  
And   he’s   not   beating   me.   He   rarely   leaves   lasting   marks.   He’s   actually   pretty   gentle   for   a-”   I  
stopped,   not   wanting   to   call   him   my   Dom   in   front   of   his   sister.   “And   it   goes   both   ways,   so   maybe  
you   should   warn   him,”   I   quipped.   “He   enjoys   pain.”  
 

Rosalie   snorted.   “I   know   he   does.   We   used   to   wrestle   and   fight   all   the   time   as   kids.   It’s  
probably   part   of   the   reason   they   sent   him   off   to   military   school,”   she   hesitated,   considering   her  
thoughts.   “But   he   thought   he   was   playing   and   wasn’t   realizing   how   rough   he   was.   He   apologized  
for   it   later,   when   we   were   adults.   Jasper   felt   guilty   for   hurting   me.”  
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“That   sounds   like   him,”   I   breathed.   “He’s   not   harming   me.   He   treats   me   like   a   goddess…”  

I   trailed   off.   “Who   needs   a   good   spanking   every   once   in   a   while.”   We   both   snickered.   When   we  
stopped,   I   looked   over   at   her   again.   “Thank   you,   though.   Really.   Your   anxiety   over   it   means   a  
lot.   But   he’s   never   hurt   me,   and   I   don’t   think   he   could.   He’s   giving   me   something   I   require   deep  
down   in   my   soul.   Things   we   both   need.”  
 

“That   sounds…   intense.”  
 

“It   can   be,   but   it’s   also   a   lot   of   fun.”  
 

She   smirked.   “My   brother   isn’t   usually   known   for   being   a   fun   guy.”  
 

“Really?”   I   said   in   surprise.   “I   always   have   such   a   good   time   with   him,   even   when   I’m   not  
tied   to   something.”  
 

Cackling,   Rosalie   threw   her   head   back.   “It’s   always   the   quiet   ones,”   she   mused   before  
finally   starting   up   the   car.   She   glanced   in   my   direction   with   a   sly   smile.   “Thank   you   for   inviting  
me   today.   This   is   the   most   fun   I’ve   had   in   a   while.”  
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Chapter   Five:   In   a   Townhouse  
 

We   picked   up   the   pizzas   and   arrived   back   at   Rosalie   and   Emmett’s   beautiful   two-story  
townhome.   She   asked   me   vague   questions   about   our   lifestyle   the   whole   way.   I   couldn’t   blame  
her.   She   didn’t   want   to   know   details   about   her   brother,   and   she   wasn’t   judgmental,   just   curious.  
Anything   she   knew   was   from   bad   movies,   mostly   misconceptions.   I   was   happy   to   talk   to   her  
about   everything   she   wanted.  
 

Emmett’s   brand-new   Jeep   was   already   in   the   neat   two-car   garage   when   we   arrived.   We  
walked   in   through   the   laundry   room,   and   there   was   a   load   going.   The   dryer   hummed   softly.   It  
filled   the   air   with   the   pleasant   aroma   of   the   fabric   softener.  
 

“Aw,   he   remembered,”   she   mumbled   to   herself   happily.   “Good   boy.”   She   patted   the  
machine   as   she   passed   by   it.  
 

The   washroom   led   into   the   small   white   kitchen.   It   was   spotless,   but   there   were   tons   of  
takeout   containers   in   the   trash   can   beside   the   sink.   She   laid   her   boxes   on   the   counter,   and   I  
followed   suit.   We   got   so   much   pizza,   wings,   and   cheese   sticks   because,   apparently,   Emmett   ate  
like   an   animal.   Rosalie   also   bought   this   meal,   even   though   I   offered   to   put   some   cash   towards   it.  
She   said   she   wouldn’t   allow   me   to   pay   for   something   her   man   would   eat   all   of.  
 

“Baby!”   He   spoke   excitedly   as   he   came   into   the   kitchen   with   a   beer   in   his   hands.   He   was  
already   in   his   pajamas.   They   were   fleecy   blue   flannel   pants   and   a   University   of   Texas   sweatshirt  
with   soft   slippers   on   his   enormous   feet.   “Hey,   Bella!   Good   to   see   you   again!”  
 

“Nice   to   see   you   too.”   I   smiled   at   him   politely.  
 

“Can   I   get   you   a   beer?”   He   offered   right   away,   holding   his   hand   out   to   me.   He   tossed   his  
empty   bottle   into   the   trash   can   before   he   pulled   another   from   the   fridge.   He   raised   an   eyebrow.  
“Or   something   else?”  
 

“Sure,”   I   replied   eagerly,   putting   my   purse   on   the   counter   by   the   pizza.   It   was   exactly  
what   I   needed.   “I’ll   take   a   beer.”  
 

“You   girls   have   fun   shopping   today?”   He   asked   as   he   passed   his   wife   and   me   one,   too.  
She   smiled   and   lifted   onto   her   toes   to   give   him   a   kiss   on   the   lips.   He   wrapped   his   free   arm  
around   her   waist   and   returned   it   savagely.   He   didn’t   care   that   I   was   there   with   them.   She   melted  
against   him,   her   fingers   curling   around   his   shirt   tightly.  
 

“Yeah,   it   was   great!   Next   time,   we   should   invite   Alice   to   come   over,   too,”   she   told   him,  
running   her   fingertips   over   his   cheek   lightly.   He   turned   his   face   to   kiss   them.  
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He   tilted   his   head   to   the   side   in   confusion.   “Who’s   that?”  
 

“Friend   of   mine   and   Jasper’s,”   I   explained   to   him   before   beaming   at   her.   “She’d   love   that.  
We   always   need   more   friends.   Also,   it   helps   to   suck   up   to   your   boyfriend’s   family,”   I   joked.   She  
grinned   at   me   before   winking.  
 

Chuckling,   Emmett   pointed   his   beer   at   me.   “And   that’s   why   Caroline   loves   you.   Good  
lord,   the   woman   is   already   planning   a   big   ass   church   wedding.   It’s   crazy.”  
 

I   felt   my   cheeks   flush   as   I   glanced   away.   “Well,   I   hate   to   disappoint   her,   but   that   won’t  
happen.   If   we   get   married,   it   will   be   a   long   way   off,   and   it   won’t   be   in   a   church.”  
 

He   put   his   hand   holding   the   beer   bottle   on   his   chest   over   his   heart.   “Look,   I   get   it.   You   do  
you.   As   long   as   I   don’t   have   to   be   the   one   to   tell   her.”   He   smirked   at   his   wife.   “She   is   just   so  
happy   Jasper   isn’t   trying   to   be   a   bachelor   for   the   rest   of   his   life.   We   thought   he   was   married   to  
his   career.   We   knew   he   wasn’t   gay.”  
 

“No.   Trust   me.   He’s   ready   for   a   change.   He’s   eager   to   begin   a   new   job   and   life,”   I  
explained   with   a   small   shake   of   my   head.   I   took   a   sip   of   my   drink.  
 

He   chuckled   again   before   pulling   a   slice   of   pizza   from   the   box   and   ate   half   in   one   bite.  
“Whew,   girl.   I   don’t   blame   him   for   wanting   to   start   with   a   clean   slate.”   He   finished   chewing   before  
Emmett   grinned   wicked.   “The   stories   I   could   tell   you   about   that   moron.”   
 

Two   hours   later,   we   had   eaten   three   pizzas   altogether.   And   drank   so   much.   Emmett   kept  
bringing   me   beers   whenever   he   got   himself   one.   I   was   sitting   on   the   couch   with   Rose   while   he  
laid   across   the   floor   on   his   side   on   the   fluffy   rug   in   front   of   their   fireplace   and   television,   an  
empty   box   beside   him.   There   were   probably   seven   bottles   around   him.   I   wasn’t   sure   how   he  
was   still   awake   with   that   much   cheese   in   his   belly.  
 

Emmett   was   trying   to   tell   me   every   embarrassing   tale   he   could   think   of   about   his   best  
friend.   They   were   standard   teenage   hi-jinx.   Nothing   was   especially   wild.   Sneaking   out   during   the  
summer   and   partying,   drinking   too   much.   Vomiting   in   bushes   and   chasing   skirts.   Nothing  
surprised   me,   but   it   made   me   giggle.   This   only   egged   him   on   to   continue.   He   enjoyed   having   a  
captive   audience.  
 

Leaning   in,   his   nose   and   cheeks   were   pink   from   the   liquor.   “So,   I   have   to   ask   you  
something,”   he   began   suddenly.   “You’re   the   first   girlfriend   of   his   I’ve   ever   met   more   than   once.  
He   is   like…   Wonder   bread,   right?   That’s   why   he’s   never   dated   seriously?”  
 

I   tilted   my   face   to   the   side.   His   words   confused   me.   “What   do   you   mean?”  
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He   rolled   his   eyes   and   ducked   his   head.   Emmett   was   only   pretending   to   be   coy.   Unlike  
his   wife,   he   didn’t   have   a   shy   bone   in   his   body.   “In   the   bedroom.   One   position   only,  
missionary-style?   That’s   all   he’s   got,   right?”  
 

I   had   to   push   my   lips   shut   with   my   teeth,   but   I   lost   it   when   I   noticed   Rosalie,   who   was  
doing   the   same   thing.   We   both   snorted   and   then   cackled   crazily.   Tears   flowed   down   my   cheeks,  
the   lack   of   oxygen   getting   to   my   brain.   I   drank   way   too   much.  
 

He   seemed   shocked   at   our   reaction.   “Why   are   you   laughing?”   He   asked   his   wife   in  
confusion.  
 

We   glanced   at   each   other   again   and   started   giggling   anew.   “Because   she   knows   why   I’m  
laughing,”   I   answered   for   her,   and   she   swatted   my   arm,   nodding   as   she   still   chuckled.   She  
bobbed   her   head   so   wildly   that   her   blond   hair   bounced   everywhere.   Rose   wasn’t   sober,   either.  
 

Playfully   horrified,   he   seemed   surprised   we   would   discuss   such   a   subject.   “That   is   your  
brother,   Rosalie   Lillian!”   He   put   his   hand   on   his   chest   again,   lifting   his   chin   in   the   air.   “I   was   just  
trying   to   make   her   flustered   and   start   shit!”  
 

His   wife   snorted   loudly.   “Well,   that   backfired,   didn’t   it?”   She   pushed   him   hard   with   her  
barefoot.   “Don’t   do   that   to   people,   asshole.   You’re   so   rude.”  
 

“Come   on.   It’s   funny!”   He   chuckled,   quickly   defending   himself   as   he   flopped   back   onto  
the   rug.   “She   doesn’t   mind!   Right,   Bella?”   Nodding,   I   smirked   at   him   as   I   took   a   sip   of   my   beer.  
“See!   She’s   got   a   sense   of   humor,   which   is   great   since   Jasper   doesn’t   have   one   at   all.”  
 

I   threw   my   crumpled   napkin   at   his   head.   “Yeah,   he   does.   You   just   don’t   get   it.”  
 

Everyone   had   way   too   much   to   drink,   so   it   was   better   for   me   to   get   an   Uber   home.   I  
didn’t   mind.   They   weren’t   far   from   my   place,   anyway.   It   was   past   two   in   the   morning.   The   frogs  
croaked   loudly   outside   in   the   grassy   areas   around   the   complex.   I   was   literally   stumbling   drunk,  
tripping   over   my   own   feet   when   I   came   into   the   apartment.   It   made   me   giggle   in   surprise,  
dropping   several   of   my   shopping   bags   and   keys   to   the   floor.   Stupidly,   I   hissed   at   the   mess   to   be  
quiet.  
 

“Shit,”   I   snickered   as   I   stared   at   it.   It   wouldn’t   pick   itself   up.   I   threw   the   sacks   left   in   my  
hands   onto   the   couch   before   picking   it   up.   Some   of   my   new   items   had   fallen   out.  
 

Edward   came   lurching   out   of   Tanya’s   bedroom,   bewildered   at   what   was   going   on.   Only  
in   his   navy   blue   boxers,   his   wild   red   hair   was   everywhere.   He   looked   at   me   in   bewilderment,   his  
eyes   scrunched   up   with   sleep.   “Oh!   It’s   you.   You’re   home   late.”  
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“Yeah.   Sorry.   Didn’t   mean   to   bother   you,”   I   mumbled   as   I   picked   up   another   sack   and  
tossed   it.   It   missed   the   couch,   and   the   items   scattered   underneath   the   coffee   table.   I   snorted   in  
amusement.   “Whoops.   Dammit.”  
 

“Are   you…”   He   trailed   off,   turning   his   head   to   examine   me.   His   eyes   narrowed.   “Are   you  
drunk?”   He   asked   in   surprise.   I   wasn’t   sure   if   he   had   seen   me   smashed   before.   It   wasn’t   like   I  
did   it   regularly.   We   weren’t   hanging   out,   and   I   drank   socially.  
 

“Just   a   little,”   I   smirked   at   him.   I   was   extremely   tipsy.   The   dizziness   was   fun.  
 

He   looked   at   me   in   disappointment.   “I   hope   you   didn’t   drive.”  
 

I   glared   at   him   as   a   scoff   fell   from   my   mouth.   “Don’t   worry,   Dad.   I   didn’t.”  
 

Crossing   his   arms   over   his   chest,   he   was   unamused   with   my   attitude.   “You   know,   I   truly  
see   us   as   friends   now.   I   want   you   to   know   if   you   ever   need   a   ride,   you   can   call   me.   I’d   really  
hate   it   if   something   happened   to   you   because   of   something   stupid   like   that.”  
 

His   words   gave   me   pause.   “Do   you   really   consider   us   friends?”   I   had   told   Alice   earlier   in  
the   day,   but   I   wasn’t   entirely   sure   I   believed   it   myself.   We   were   in   such   a   weird   place.   I   still   didn’t  
trust   him   as   far   as   I   could   throw   him,   though.  
 

Edward   dropped   his   arms   to   the   side,   staring   down   at   his   feet.   “I   am   trying   to   be.”  
 

Taking   a   deep   breath,   I   licked   my   bottom   lip   before   shrugging.   “Yeah.   Okay.   Thank   you  
for   the   offer.   I   don’t   know   if   I’ll   ever   take   you   up   on   it,   but-”  
 

He   took   a   few   steps   forward   until   I   was   almost   within   arm’s   reach.   “You’re   welcome.  
Honestly,   I   just   want   you   to   make   it   home   safe.   I   imagine   Jasper   wouldn’t   be   pleased   either   if   he  
knew   you   were   out   like   this.”  

 
I   didn’t   like   his   answer.   “My   boyfriend   knows   I   can   take   care   of   myself,”   I   replied,   making  

him   chuckle.  
 

“Yeah.   I   know   you   can.”  
 

Then   he   did   something   that   surprised   me.   Edward   hugged   me.   His   strong   arms   wrapped  
around   me,   gently   patting   my   back.   It   was   platonic,   but   it   made   my   face   heat   bright   red.   He  
pulled   away   to   look   at   me   with   his   hands   on   my   shoulders.   “So   much   has   happened   in   the   past  
six   months,   hasn’t   it?”   I   nodded,   unable   to   answer   in   words.   “I’ve   been   worried   about   you,   but   I  
think   you’ll   be   okay.”   They   dropped   to   his   sides   again.  
 

“Why   have   you   been?”   I   softly   questioned.  
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He   looked   off   for   a   moment   and   shrugged.   “Everything   you’ve   been   going   through   lately.  

And   you’ve   been   acting   as   Jasper’s   twenty-four-hour   nurse.   That’s   emotionally   draining   at   the  
very   least.   It’s   obviously   taken   a   toll   on   you-”  
 

I   interrupted   him.   “Obviously,   how?”  
 

“I   found   you   crying   in   the   hall   yesterday,   sweetheart.”  
 

Shaking   my   head   in   embarrassment,   I   glanced   away   from   him.   “I   honestly   don’t   know  
what   that   was   about.”  
 

He   shrugged   once   again.   “Sometimes,   things   become   too   much,   and   you   have   to   let   it  
out.”   Edward   cleared   his   throat   awkwardly.   “Anyway,   I   was   just   checking   to   see   what   the   noise  
was.   Do   you   need   any   help   with   all   of   this   stuff?”  
 

“No,”   I   smirked.   “I   think   I   can   handle   it   from   here.   Sorry   to   disturb   you.”  
 

I   carried   my   bags   into   my   bedroom,   dumping   them   onto   the   floor   beside   my   closet.   I  
would   wash   it   all   the   following   day.   Sitting   on   the   bed,   I   stared   at   my   phone   for   a   long   minute.  
Jasper   and   I   had   texted   some   throughout   the   day,   but   our   last   one   was   hours   before.   I   didn’t  
want   to   bother   him   while   he   was   working.   I   was   sure   he   was   asleep,   but   I   didn’t   care.  
 

“I   miss   you   so   much   right   now.”  
 

My   cell   rang   in   my   hand   right   away.   
 

“Hey.   What   are   you   doing   awake?   Are   you   okay?”   My   worried   boyfriend   asked   quickly.   It  
was   clear   he   had   already   been   fully   up.   I   hoped   he   wasn’t   busy.  
 

“Yeah,   I   just…   miss   you,”   I   repeated   lamely.   “I’m   drunk,   and   I   wish   you   were   here   in   bed,  
waiting   for   me.   I’m   sorry.   I   didn’t   mean   to   bother   you.”  
 

“Oh,”   he   chuckled.   Jasper   seemed   instantly   relieved.   “Had   fun   with   Alice,   I   take   it?”  
 

“Actually,”   I   began   as   I   flopped   back   onto   the   mattress.   “We   ran   into   your   sister,   and   we  
spent   the   entire   day   with   her.   I   had   dinner   with   her   and   Emmett   at   their   place,   too.   And   I   just   got  
home,”   I   explained   quietly.   I   wasn’t   sure   what   he   would   think   about   it.   We   spent   time   with   his  
family,   but   I   had   never   done   so   alone.   It   almost   felt   like   a   step   in   our   relationship   I   didn’t   know   I  
was   taking.  
 

There   was   a   pause   on   the   other   side   of   the   phone.   “Really?”  
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“Yeah.   It   was   a   lot   of   fun,   actually.   Emmett   ate   two   pizzas   by   himself.   Holy   shit,”   I  
exclaimed,   making   him   snicker.   “Rose   and   I   are   going   to   hang   out   when   we   get   back.   She   wants  
to   look   at   my   truck.   She   thinks   it’s   cool.”  
 

“It’s   a   death   trap.   But,   if   anyone   could   fix   that,   it   would   be   Rosalie,”   he   replied  
encouragingly.   “That’s   awesome,   darlin.   I’m   glad   you   had   a   good   day   with   them.   That’s…   that’s  
really   nice.”  
 

“I   love   her   so   much.   She’s   fantastic.   But   it   would   have   been   better   if   you   were   there,”   I  
solemnly   swore.   “I   can’t   wait   to   see   you   again.   Monday   can’t   come   fast   enough.”  
 

“No,   it   can’t.”  
 
  

 
 

Chapter   Six-   On   Contract  
 

I   was   insanely   nervous   as   I   sat   in   the   fancy   restaurant’s   bar   with   a   glass   of   wine.  
Drawing   my   finger   over   the   edge,   I   tried   to   clear   my   head.   I   wanted   to   appear   calm   and  
collected,   even   if   my   mind   was   a   jumble   of   yarn.   I   didn’t   drink   any,   just   staring   at   it.  
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After   a   minute,   I   checked   my   lipstick   in   the   tiny   compact   from   my   purse.   It   wasn’t   going  
anywhere.   It   was   a   nicer   one   Tanya   had   given   me.   She   had   also   helped   me   do   my   hair,   making  
big   fat   curls   that   sat   on   my   shoulders.   I   snapped   it   closed,   quickly   shoving   it   away   in   my   bag  
again.  
 

“Ms.   Swan?”   A   gentleman   said   from   behind   me.   I   turned   to   face   him,   and   he   smiled  
widely,   his   eyes   glowing   with   expectation.   “Hi!   I’m   Eric   Yorkie,”   he   began   as   he   held   his   hand   out  
to   me   in   greeting.   “It’s   a   pleasure   to   meet   you.”  

 
He   was   a   handsome,   young,   Asian   man   with   sleek   black   hair   that   was   perfectly   styled   in  

place.   His   suit   looked   tailored   and   very   expensive,   blue   with   a   thin   silver   tie,   and   his   shoes   were  
shiny   leather.   Everything   about   him   was   immaculate.  
 

I   took   his   hand   slowly   and   shook   it.   “Nice   to   meet   you,   Mr.   Yorkie.”  
 

“Please,   call   me   Eric,”   he   grinned   as   he   ducked   his   head   for   a   moment.   “Shall   we?”   He  
asked,   waving   his   hand   towards   the   lobby.   Standing,   I   picked   up   my   glass   of   wine   to   take   with  
me.   I   would   need   it.   “I’m   really   excited   you   agreed   to   meet   with   me   so   quickly,   Ms.   Swan,”   he  
continued   as   we   walked   together.   His   fingers   were   a   few   inches   away   from   my   back   as   if   he   was  
still   guiding   me   even   though   he   wasn’t   touching   me.  
 

“Bella,”   I   corrected   weakly   before   clearing   my   throat.   “Well,   I   won’t   have   a   chance   for   a  
while   otherwise.   I’ll   be   in   New   York   for   an   undetermined   amount   of   time,”   I   explained   before   we  
stopped   at   the   hostess   stand.   No   one   was   there.   “I’m   leaving   on   Monday.”  
 

He   laughed   and   almost   rolled   his   eyes   at   himself.   “Oh!   Well,   I’m   actually   from   New   York.  
I   flew   down   here   to   meet   with   you.   I   think   I   might   have   been   able   to   save   myself   the   trek.”   He  
leaned   in   as   if   he   was   telling   me   a   secret.   “That’s   okay.   I   love   these   little   day   trips.   They’re   fun.”  
 

“You   flew   down   here   to   meet   with   me?”   I   had   assumed   he   was   from   Dallas   or   maybe  
somewhere   in   Texas.   He   had   arranged   the   trip   quickly.   He   really   did   want   to   talk   to   me.  
 

“Oh,   yes,”   he   hastily   remarked.   “Only   for   the   day.   I   fly   back   tomorrow,”   he   informed   me.  
The   host   finally   came   to   the   stand.   He   beamed   at   them   pleasantly.   “Hi.   Yorkie.   Party   of   two.”  
 

I   said   nothing   as   we   walked   to   the   table.   It   was   hard   not   to   nibble   on   my   bottom   lip  
anxiously.   But   that   would   mess   up   my   makeup.   It   wasn’t   that   powerful.  
 

We   sat,   the   big   leather-bound   menus   laid   in   front   of   us.   He   didn’t   pick   up   his.   Instead,   he  
gazed   at   me   with   a   smile.   “The   Rabbit   in   the   Snow   is   the   best   thriller   novel   I   have   ever   read,”  
Eric   declared   when   we   were   alone.  
 

“Wow.   Really?”  
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He   nodded   thoughtfully,   leaning   in   again   so   he   could   speak   in   a   lower   voice.   “It’s   my  

favorite   genre,   but   it’s   not   normally   the   field   I   work   in.   But   when   I   came   across   your   book,   I   knew  
I   needed   to   get   the   rights   to   this.   And   my   bosses   agree.   Personally,   I   think   it’s   better   than   The  
Girl   with   the   Dragon   Tattoo   and   The   Da   Vinci   Code.”  
 

“No,”   I   automatically   laughed.   They   were   best-selling   books   from   A-list   authors.   It   wasn’t  
better   than   theirs.   
 

“Those   are   great   stories,   don’t   get   me   wrong.   But   this   will   be   the   next   big   thing.   I   can’t  
wait   to   see   who   they   cast   in   the   movie,”   he   answered   with   a   chuckle   as   he   sat   back   in   his   chair  
again.  
 

Picking   up   my   menu,   I   was   uncertain   what   to   do   or   what   to   say   to   him.   “How   did   you  
come   across   my   novel   exactly?   I’ve   never   sent   anything   to   your   publishing   company   before.”   I  
hadn’t   even   heard   of   it   before   he   called.   They   were   a   legit   publisher,   though.   But   that   didn’t  
mean   he   was.  
 

He   followed   suit,   opening   up   his   menu.   “Normally,   I   work   in   the   true   crime   genre.   We  
also   put   people   together   with   ghostwriters   for   novels.   I’ve   been   following   the   I-90   Tracker   case  
for   months   now,   but   when   the   woman   who   figures   out   the   killer   is   a   writer…”   He   trailed   off,  
smiling   to   himself.   “Well,   I   need   that   story.   I   wanted   to   see   if   maybe   you   could   write   your   own  
book   about   the   experience,   which   I   still   do,   but   I   wished   to   know   how   strong   of   an   author   you  
are   for   myself.   Self-publishing   is   a   bit   of   a   mixed   bag   of   results.   And   baby,   I’ve   got   to   tell   you,   if  
it’s   half   as   good   as   your   other   work,   you   could   be   the   next   Ann   Rule.”  
 

“I   don’t   really   want   to   write   true   crime,”   I   mumbled,   the   words   automatically   coming   out.  
“And   I   don’t   know   if   I   have   enough   information   to   compose   a   whole   book   about   the   experience,  
especially   right   now.   We’re   still   kind   of   in   the   middle   of   it.”  
 

“Oh,   yeah!   Of   course!   Not   right   now.   That’s   down   the   line.   After   the   trial.   The   entire   story.  
What   I   want   to   start   with   is   your   novel.   I’d   prefer   to   have   that   out   before   your   true   story,   anyway.  
I’d   like   to   offer   you   twenty-five   thousand   dollars   in   advance   with   the   standard   ten   percent  
royalties   for   the   first   five   thousand   that   are   sold.   It   goes   up   to   fifteen   percent   after   that.   With   the  
attention   you’ll   be   getting   because   of   this   case,   I   don’t   think   that’ll   be   a   problem,   though.”  
 

My   breath   caught   in   my   throat,   and   I   couldn’t   speak.   The   waiter   came   to   the   table.   “Hi!  
What   can   I   get   you   to   drink?”   He   spoke   too   loudly,   making   me   jump.  
 

“Water,”   I   choked   out,   taking   a   big   gulp   of   my   wine.   “Please.”  
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“I’ll   take   a   sweet   tea,   please,”   Eric   answered,   shutting   his   menu   after   he   left   so   he   could  
give   me   his   full   attention   again.   “So,   what   do   you   think,   Bella?”   He   was   going   to   get   right   down  
to   business.  
 

“I   think   I   need   more   information   and   time   to   think   about   it,”   I   admitted   to   him.   “That   is   a  
lot   of   money,   and   I   don’t   know   what   it   entails.”  
 

“Yes!   For   sure!   That’s   wise.   I   can   give   you   a   copy   of   the   contract   to   look   over,”   he   stated,  
pulling   something   out   of   his   leather   briefcase.   He   quickly   slid   the   folder   to   me   across   the  
tabletop.   “That’s   yours   for   your   lawyers   to   check.   But   I   think   you’ll   find   that   this   is   a   generous  
offer   for   a   first-time   author.”  
 

Swallowing,   I   nodded   as   I   looked   at   the   manila   folder.   “Yeah,   I   know   it   is.   Maybe   a   little  
too   good   to   be   true.”  
 

He   shifted   in   his   chair   again,   tilting   in   excitedly   to   whisper   once   more.   “I   wanted   to   get   to  
you   before   someone   else   scoops   you   up.   It’s   only   a   matter   of   time.   I’m   honestly   surprised   no  
one   has-”   Eric   stopped   himself   from   rambling.   “And   I’m   shocked   you’re   not   too   busy   doing  
interviews   to   talk   to   me!”  
 

“Interviews?”   It   wasn’t   like   what   I   was   doing   with   the   bureau   was   keeping   me   too  
occupied.  
 

“Yeah,   the   news   has   to   be   crawling   all   over   you.”  
 

I   shook   my   head.   “The   FBI   advised   me   not   to.”   I   had   only   gotten   a   few   calls,   and   I  
always   responded   with   ‘no   comment.’  
 

“They’re   trying   to   keep   this   as   quiet   as   possible   while   they   get   their   ducks   in   a   row,   but  
I’ve   got   some   inside   sources,   doing   what   I   do.   But   once   the   trial   starts,   everyone   will   know   your  
name   and   what   you   did.   And   they   will   want   to   know   everything   about   you.   Ugh,   a   novelist   who  
gets   interested   in   her   boyfriend’s   case   and   works   on   it   on   her   own   and   uncovers   the   killer!   I  
fucking   love   it!”  
 

“I   didn’t   find   him.   I   just   found   a   case   that   made   me   feel   strange.   Jasper   is   the   one   that  
figured   it   out.   I   only   told   him   what   I   was   working   on,”   I   finished   in   a   rush.   “I   don’t   deserve   any  
praise   for   this.   I   did   nothing.”  
 

“You   saved   two   girls’   lives.”  
 

“He   did.”  
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“Because   of   you,”   he   immediately   countered.   “See,   this   is   part   of   the   story.   I’d   want   to  
know   all   the   details.   Which   made   you   feel   ‘weird’?”  
 

“The   Bree   Tanner   case,”   I   confessed.   I   probably   shouldn’t   have   told   him   that,   but   it   just  
slipped   out.  
 

“Oh!   Yeah,   that   was   his   first   known   victim.   I’ve   been   doing   my   homework,”   he   chuckled.  
“King   is   such   a   perfect   bad   guy.   Rich   and   insane   with   a   stupid   name.   The   public   will   love  
watching   his   privilege   get   checked.”  
 

I   looked   down   at   my   menu   again.   “If   that   happens.   There   is   still   a   trial.   He   could   go   free.  
Something   could   happen.”  
 

“Mm,”   he   hummed.   “I   doubt   that.”   I   did   too.   But   I   wouldn’t   tell   him   that.   “Either   way,   it’s   an  
interesting   story   and   a   future   bestseller.”  
 

“Are   you   ready   for   me   to   take   your   order?”   The   waiter   asked   as   he   popped   up   again   with  
our   drinks.   I   hadn’t   even   read   the   first   page   of   the   menu.   I   shook   my   head.  
 

“I’m   sorry.   We’re   doing   a   little   business.   Can   you   give   us   a   few   more   minutes,”   Eric  
responded   confidently,   not   looking   at   the   server   but   at   me.   The   man   nodded   and   left   us   alone.   “I  
feel   like   I’m   staring   at   the   next   Stephen   King   or   Agatha   Christie.”  
 

“Agatha   Christie   is   the   best-selling   female   writer   of   all   time.”  
 

His   smile   grew.   “For   now.”  
 

I   laughed   at   his   arrogance.   “Have   you   read   any   of   my   other   books   or   stories?”   I  
questioned   as   I   sat   back   in   my   chair.  
 

“Not   yet.   But   if   you   sign   that   contract,   I   will.   This   is   just   the   beginning.”  
 

I   brought   my   thumb   up   to   my   mouth   before   I   realized   what   I   was   doing.   “Is   it   only   for   the  
one   book?”  
 

“Yes.”  
 

“Will   it   be   printed   as   it   is   now   or…?”  
 

“It’ll   run   through   a   couple   of   our   editors   to   catch   typos.   I   don’t   want   a   single   thing   to  
change   about   the   plot.   It’s   perfect   as   is.   I   only   caught   a   few   mistakes   myself,   which   is  
impressive   since   you   were   doing   it   alone.   I   started   off   as   an   editor   myself,”   he   explained,   taking  
a   sip   of   his   drink.   “Mm,   southerners   make   such   good   tea,”   he   mumbled.  
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I   opened   the   folder   that   contained   the   contract.   My   name   was   on   the   front,   as   was   the  

title   of   my   favorite   story   I   had   written.   My   eyes   slid   over   the   typed   lettering.   Twenty-five   thousand  
was   almost   as   much   as   I   made   in   a   year.   It   would   be   the   most   I   made,   without   royalties,   on   a  
single   novel.   But   I   wouldn’t   rush   into   it.  
 

“What   if   I   only   want   to   do   one   book   through   you?”  
 

“Well,   that   would   be   your   choice,   but   hopefully,   we’ll   build   a   profitable   enough  
relationship   that   you   won’t   feel   the   need   to   go   through   another   publisher,”   he   said   smoothly.   “As  
your   agent,   I   could   take   you   places.   But   there   would   be   no   hard   feelings   if   you   did.   It’s   business,  
and   you   have   to   go   where   the   deal   is   best   for   you.   That’s   why   I’m   coming   to   you   now   with   such  
a   good   offer.   I   want   you   to   see   that   we   try   our   best   to   keep   our   novelists   happy.”  
 

The   words   hung   in   the   air   for   a   long   moment.   I   closed   the   folder   again.   “Let   me   look   over  
it   more   thoroughly,   and   I’ll   contact   you   with   my   decision   once   I   get   settled   in   New   York?”  
 

“Excellent!   Yes!   That’s   perfect,”   he   eagerly   agreed.   He   had   such   a   bright   smile,   his   teeth  
too   white.   “If   you   have   questions   during   that   time   about   it,   about   anything   at   all,   please   feel   free  
to   call   me.”   He   passed   me   his   crisp   cream-colored   business   card   from   his   jacket   pocket.  
 

With   a   nod,   I   took   it   and   put   it   and   the   file   into   my   purse.   I   almost   wished   I   could   pick   it  
up   and   just   leave,   but   I   knew   that   would   be   rude.   I   was   nervous   that   I   would   say   something  
stupid   after   everything   went   so   well.  
 

“Now,   let’s   figure   out   some   grub!   I   love   southern   food   so   much.   I   was   glad   you   wanted   to  
come   to   lunch,”   he   explained,   opening   up   his   menu.   “I   am   going   to   order   half   a   cow.”   I   giggled,  
making   him   look   up   at   me   with   a   pleased   grin.   “What   are   you   thinking?   Do   you   like   steak?”  
 

He   tried   his   best   to   have   a   normal   conversation   with   me.   I   did   what   I   could   to   keep   up,  
even   though   I   was   feeling   very   timid.   I   always   felt   so   awkward   about   my   work.   Briefly,   I  
wondered   if   he   knew   about   my   smutty   stories,   but   I   decided   not   to   bring   them   up   since   he   didn’t.  
He   only   cared   about   the   one.  
 

When   lunch   was   over,   he   escorted   me   to   Jasper’s   beautiful   blue   BMW.   I   had   almost  
gone   in   my   truck,   but   I   was   glad   I   didn’t.   He   opened   the   door   for   me   and   bid   me   a   good   day   like  
a   gentleman.   I   watched   him   walk   to   his   rental   car   and   drive   away.  
 

When   his   vehicle   was   no   longer   in   sight,   I   pulled   out   my   phone.   My   finger   hovered   over  
the   keys   for   a   long   time,   debating   whether   I   wished   to   call   Jasper   or   just   text   him.   I   knew   he  
wouldn’t   mind   either,   even   if   he   was   busy.   And   though   I   didn’t   want   to   interrupt   him,   it   was   all   too  
big   to   keep   to   myself.   He   was   the   only   one   I   wanted   to   tell.  
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Finally,   I   gave   in   to   the   urge.   He   answered   on   the   second   ring.   “Hey,   darlin!”  
 
“Hi,”   I   replied   meekly,   happy   to   hear   his   voice.   “Am   I   bothering   you?”  

 
“No,   never.   I   was   just   having   lunch.   How   did   your   thing   with   the   publisher   go?”  

 
Swallowing,   I   took   a   deep   breath.   “He   wants   to   buy   my   book.   The   Rabbit   in   the   Snow.  

He   said   it   was   the   best   thriller   he’s   ever   read.   He   called   me   the   next   Agatha   Christie,”   I   got  
choked   up.   “He   offered   me   a   crazy   advance   for   a   first-time   author.   I   don’t   know   if   he   is   for   real,  
though.”  
 

He   hummed   for   a   moment.   “Give   me   his   name   and   all   the   information   you   have   on   him,  
and   I’ll   run   a   background   check.”  
 

“Can   you   do   that?”  
 

“Darlin,   that’s   half   my   job.   You   bet   your   sweet   ass   I   can.   Especially   since   he’s   some  
random   guy   sniffing   around   my   woman.”  
 

I   scoffed   at   his   joke,   but   it   put   me   at   ease.   “I   don’t   think   he   was   interested   in   anything   but  
my   novel.   He   didn’t   flirt   with   me   at   all.”  
 

“Good.   Let’s   hope   he   keeps   it   that   way,”   he   quipped.  
 

Giggling,   I   leaned   my   head   back   against   the   rest.   “Would   you   mind   looking   at   the  
contract   when   I   get   up   there?   I’d   like   your   opinion.”  
 

“Of   course.   If   you   want,   I   could   have   Emmett   look   at   it,   too.   He’s   amazing   with   that   sort  
of   thing.   Actually,   he   has   a   degree   in   business   and   contract   management.   That   dumbass   is  
surprisingly   smart,”   he   explained   before   pausing.   “Do   you   not   think   he’s   the   real   deal?”  
 

“I   don’t   know,”   I   admitted.   “I   think   he   might   be,   but   I   don’t   want   to   get   my   hopes   up   yet,  
you   know?”  
 

My   boyfriend   sighed.   “I   can   understand   that.”  
 

“He   seemed   professional.   I’m   just   paranoid,”   I   breathed.   “What   if   he   is   for   real,   Jasper?”  
 

He   chuckled   warmly   and   sighed   once   again.   “Well,   I   guess   your   book   gets   published,  
and   I’ll   be   the   first   in   line   to   buy   it.   But   see?   I   told   you   it   would   only   be   a   matter   of   time.”   
 
 



/

 
 

Chapter   Seven:   In   the   Ballroom  
 

Alice   showed   up   early   to   help   me   get   ready   for   Tanya’s   birthday   party.   First,   we   would  
have   brunch   at   Edward’s   parents’   mansion   with   all   of   her   closest   friends   and   family.   She   was  
staying   there   to   get   prepared.   She   was   just   as   excited   as   she   could   be.   It   would   be   a   whole   day  
dedicated   to   my   roommate   with   her   at   the   very   center   of   attention.   I   couldn’t   imagine   what   her  
wedding   would   be   like.  
 

Clad   in   a   black   sweater   dress   that   went   to   my   knees   that   Rosalie   picked   out,   I   tried   to  
look   as   classy   as   I   could.   The   Cullen’s   were   no   joke   in   the   area,   and   I   didn’t   want   to   embarrass  
myself   in   front   of   them.   They   were   the   type   of   people   that   had   whole   wings   of   hospitals   and  
museums   named   after   them.  
 

There   was   a   valet   waiting   to   take   Alice’s   car   when   we   came   up   the   driveway.   We   looked  
at   each   other   in   awe   when   we   stepped   out.   I   had   never   met   them   before,   but   Tanya   was   always  
bragging   about   their   home.   She   was   dramatic,   but   she   wasn’t   kidding.  
 

It   was   a   two-story,   twenty-room   Spanish-style   villa,   complete   with   ornate   garden.   A   large  
golden   fountain   was   in   the   center   of   the   front   yard.   It   looked   more   like   a   bougie   hotel   than   a  
house.   
 

“Whoa,”   Alice   whispered,   looking   at   me   with   wide,   surprised   eyes.   “When   you   become   a  
best-selling   author,   are   you   going   to   buy   something   like   this?”  
 



/

“Hell   no,”   I   laughed,   taking   her   hand   so   we   could   walk   to   the   door.   Snorting,   she   smirked  
to   herself.   Someone   opened   it   for   us   before   we   could   even   knock.   It   was   a   staff   member   in   a  
tuxedo.  
 

“Thank   you,”   I   said   politely,   and   he   nodded   his   head.  
 

“Bella!”   Tanya   shouted   at   the   top   of   the   set   of   stairs   as   we   came   in.   “Right   on   time!   You  
look   great!   Hi,   Alice!   So   do   you!”  
 

“Thanks!”   She   smiled   at   her.  
 

She   hurried   down   the   steps   in   her   heels.   I   have   no   idea   how   she   could   be   so   fast.   It   was  
like   she   was   dressed   to   walk   a   runway.   Quickly,   she   brought   us   each   into   a   hug.   “My   family   just  
got   here,   too!   And   my   girls   should   be   here   in   a   few.   They’re   already   in   the   ballroom.”  
 

“Oh,   the   ballroom!”   Alice   laughed   sarcastically.   “Why   does   anyone   need   a   ballroom?”  
She   whispered.  
 

“Obviously   to   celebrate   T,”   I   replied   blandly.   
 

Giggling,   she   wrapped   her   arm   around   mine   before   resting   her   head   on   my   shoulder.   It  
was   awkward   since   she   was   almost   a   foot   taller.   “Exactly.   Come   on.   You   gotta   meet   everyone.  
Esme   is   amazing.”  
 

“Who’s   that?”   I   questioned.  
 

“Edward’s   mom.”   She   ducked   her   chin   and   lowered   her   voice.   “And   Carlisle   is   his   dad.  
He   is   so   freaking   hot.”  
 

“Tanya!”   I   playfully   chided.  
 

Hastily   shaking   her   head,   she   blushed.   “No.   You’ll   see.   They   look   like   they   could   be  
brothers.   It’s   crazy.   Esme   is   lovely,   too.”  
 

“Hashtag   genetic   lottery   winner?”   I   quipped,   making   her   giggle   and   nod.   “Lucky   bastard.  
Your   children   will   be   gorgeous.”  
 

“Ew,   no.   I’m   not   having   babies,”   she   responded   as   she   scrunched   up   her   nose,   the   very  
notion   disgusting   her.   “I’m   not   wasting   this   body   on   kids,”   Tanya   stated   as   another   staff   member  
opened   the   door   for   us.  
 

There   were   already   twenty   people   in   the   room,   chatting   away.   They   set   several   tables  
up,   and   servers   were   quickly   organizing   a   buffet.   There   was   also   a   full   bar   with   a   fancy  
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champagne   fountain.   One   wall   was   made   up   entirely   of   glass   so   you   could   see   the   rose   garden  
in   the   backyard.   It   allowed   the   lovely   spring   sun   to   flow   into   the   space.   There   was   an   even   more  
enormous   marble   fountain   back   there.   Both   Alice   and   I   stopped   to   stare.  
 

“Mimosas?”   My   roommate   offered   with   a   big   smile.  
 

“Yes,   please,”   I   agreed   right   away.   Alice   nodded   too,   finally   taking   her   eyes   off   the  
fantastic   architecture.  
 

After   we   got   our   glasses,   she   led   us   over   to   the   group   that   had   Edward.   He   hadn’t  
noticed   that   she   had   come   in,   talking   with   several   people.   The   couple   I   assumed   were   his  
parents   had   their   backs   turned   to   us.   Tanya’s   mother   was   chattering   away   happily.   She   smiled  
when   she   saw   us.   She   reminded   me   of   every   mom   from   Texas.  
 

“There’s   the   birthday   girl!”   She   cooed   as   she   embraced   her   tall   daughter.   “Bella!   It’s   so  
nice   to   see   you   again!”   She   told   me   after   she   released   her.   She   promptly   gave   me   a   one-armed  
hug,   too.  
 

“You   too,”   I   agreed,   grinning   at   her.   “This   is   my   best   friend,   Alice.   She’s   my   date   today,”   I  
introduced   her   to   the   group.  
 

“Her   replacement   date,”   Tanya   complained   with   a   frown.   She   had   warmed   up   to   Jasper  
some,   but   she   didn’t   like   that   his   job   could   make   him   drop   everything.   She   also   didn’t   trust   him.  
“Not   that   I’m   not   happy   you’re   here,   Al,”   she   added   at   the   end.   They   had   invited   my   best   friend  
to   the   VIP   room   Edward   rented   out   for   her   that   night,   not   this   part.  
 

“Well,   when   you’re   dating   a   hero,   it’s   a   risk,”   I   returned   with   a   smirk.   “When   the   FBI   asks  
you   to   help   put   away   a   serial   killer,   you   do   what   you   can,”   I   finished   with   my   chin   up   in   the   air.   I  
would   not   allow   her   to   put   him   down.  
 

“Oh,   that’s   right!   You’re   dating   Edward’s   friend   Jasper,   aren’t   you?”   An   elegant   woman  
with   caramel-colored   hair   questioned   politely   with   a   smile.   She   was   tall   and   thin,   reminding   me  
of   Tanya.   Her   big   green   eyes   were   slightly   wrinkled   around   the   edges,   only   hinting   at   her   age.   If  
she   had   told   me   she   was   in   her   late   thirties,   I   would   have   believed   her.   “I’m   Esme   Cullen,   by   the  
way.   Edward   was   telling   us   about   the   ordeal.”  
 

I   quickly   shook   her   offered   hand.   “Yes,   ma’am,   I   am,”   I   mumbled   in   surprise   that   Edward  
had   mentioned   me   enough   for   her   to   know   a   random   detail   about   my   life.   Tanya,   maybe.   But  
she   wasn’t   one   to   share   idle   gossip   unless   it   had   to   do   with   her.   The   drama   was   only   fun   when   it  
was   her   own.   I   glanced   up   to   him   to   see   her   boyfriend’s   cheeks   blushing   slightly,   taking   a   big  
gulp   of   his   champagne.   His   eyes   were   somewhere   across   the   room.  
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She   placed   her   palm   on   her   heart,   resting   it   on   top   of   her   crisp   white   sleeveless   dress.  
“He   was   always   such   a   good   and   respectful   boy.   Well,   I   guess   he’s   not   one   anymore,”   she  
chuckled,   touching   her   hand   to   her   son’s   shoulder   as   she   pouted   some.   “My   wee   babe   isn’t   a  
kid   anymore.”   He   smiled   at   her   warmly   but   said   nothing.  

 
“No,   ma’am,”   I   laughed   gently.   “I   don’t   think   you   can   go   through   everything   he   has  

without   becoming   a   man.”  
 

“He   was   shot,   wasn’t   he?”   The   gentleman   on   the   other   side   of   Edward   added   to   the  
conversation.   It   was   the   first   time   I   looked   at   him.   He   and   his   son   had   the   same   face   except   his  
eyes   were   ice   blue,   and   his   hair   was   pale   blond.   Wearing   a   golf   polo   and   khakis,   he   was   thin  
and   muscular.   He   and   his   wife   appeared   as   if   they   should   have   been   on   the   cover   of   Southern  
Living   with   their   mansion   as   the   background.  
 

Nodding,   I   swallowed   back   my   surprise.   My   eyes   darted   away,   so   I   wasn’t   staring.   “Yes.  
He   was.   He’s   fine   now,   though.   Everything   is   healed   up,   but   he   says   it   still   itches.”  
 

“It   probably   will   for   a   while,   maybe   always,”   he   stated   with   a   sigh.   “At   least   mildly.   Where  
was   it?”  
 

“Under   the   left   arm,   and   it   came   out.”   I   touched   my   chest   as   I   said   the   words.   It   still   made  
my   heart   flutter   when   I   thought   about   how   close   it   got   to   taking   him   away   from   me.   
 

“How   are   the   scars?”   Dr.   Cullen   continued,   leaning   in   some.   “I   could   help   him   with   that,  
pro   bono,   of   course,”   he   added   with   a   smile.   He   shook   his   head,   taking   a   sip   from   his   tumbler.   “I  
can’t   imagine   being   shot.”  
 

“Um…   He’ll   have   one   on   his   chest   for   sure   that’ll   be   rather   big,   but   I   have   to   admit   I   like  
Jasper’s   scars.   They   made   him   into   the   man   he   is   now,”   I   explained   in   a   rush.   “I   don’t   think   he  
cares   about   them,   but   I’ll   let   him   know   about   your   offer.   Thank   you.   That’s   very   kind   of   you.”  
 

The   doors   opened   again,   distracting   us.   A   large   group   of   Tanya’s   friends   came   in,   all  
loud   and   excited.   They   didn’t   hold   back   their   admiration   of   the   house.   They   were   models,  
making   me   feel   shorter   and   chubbier   than   I   was   expecting   to   that   day.   I   knew   they   were,   but   it  
still   didn’t   prepare   me   for   the   emotions   that   came   when   I   looked   at   them.   She   hurried   over   to  
them,   taking   her   parents   with   her.   It   left   us   awkwardly   alone   with   Edward   and   his   family.   I   felt   so  
startling   outclassed   by   them.   Jasper’s   dad   just   happened   to   be   a   good   businessman,   but   his  
family   was   normal.   These   people   were   rich,   and   it   was   obviously   different   in   a   way   I   couldn’t   put  
into   words.  
 

“So,   Bella,   Edward   tells   us   you’re   a   writer,”   Esme   began   politely,   trying   to   make   some  
conversation   with   us   since   we   were   still   standing   there.   I   didn’t   know   how   to   disengage   from  
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them   gracefully.   Alice   just   hung   out   beside   me,   silently   observing   it   like   a   live-action   Telenovela.  
We   were   definitely   in   the   right   setting   for   it.  
 

“Yes,   ma’am.   I’m   a   novelist.”  
 

“She   had   a   meeting   with   a   publisher   this   week,   as   a   matter   of   fact,”   Edward   added   in,  
finally   looking   at   me.   It   was   the   first   time   he   had   spoken.   “How   did   that   go?”  
 

Though   I   had   talked   to   his   girlfriend   about   it,   I   hadn’t   seen   him   since   then.   “It   went…  
insanely   well.   I’m   a   little   worried   that   it’s   too   good   to   be   true,   so   I’m   having   Jasper   help   me   do  
some   research   to   make   sure   it’s   legit   before   I   decide   anything.   They   want   to   buy   the   rights   to  
one   of   my   books   and   give   me   a   great   advance.”  
 

He   grinned,   lifting   his   glass.   “Well,   I   hope   it   turns   out   to   be   for   real   because   you   deserve  
it.   You’re   a   fantastic   author.”  
 

Flushing,   I   bit   my   lip   as   I   glanced   away.   Alice   raised   her   eyebrows   at   me   and   smirked.  
Roughly,   I   cleared   my   throat.   “Thanks.”  
 

When   I   looked   back,   I   realized   that   Edward's   father   was   staring   at   me   directly   in   the  
eyes.   He   tilted   his   head   slightly   to   the   side,   taking   me   in.   After   a   moment,   he   pointed   at   me   with  
the   hand   that   held   the   glass   tumbler.   “Bella,   I   have   to   tell   you,   from   a   cosmetic   surgeon’s   point  
of   view,   your   face   is   flawless.”  
 

My   mouth   fell   open.   “Thank   you?”   I   finally   squeaked   out.  
 

“I’m   sorry,   I’m   rude,”   he   chuckled   at   my   reaction.   “I’ve   been   in   this   business   for   far   too  
long.   It   just   comes   out.   But   I   have   spent   half   of   my   week   trying   to   give   women   mouths   and   chins  
like   yours.   Your   lips,   especially,   are   perfect.   Have   you   ever   gotten   any   work   done?”  
 

“No,”   I   laughed   automatically,   quickly   shaking   my   head.  
 

“It’s   nice   when   nature   gets   it   right   on   the   first   try,”   Edward   commented   before   looking   at  
his   father.   “I   always   thought   she   had   the   definition   of   a   button   nose.”  
 

“Mm,   it   is.   I   wouldn’t   mind   having   pictures   to   show   clients.   ‘Here!   This   is   what   you   want!’”  
He   remarked   with   a   chuckle   to   his   son   before   taking   another   drink.   They   mirrored   each   other  
perfectly.  
 

His   wife   rolled   her   eyes.   “Both   of   you   stop.   You’re   making   her   uncomfortable.”   She  
turned   to   glance   at   me,   slightly   embarrassed   but   used   to   it.   “I’m   sorry.   Neither   my   husband   nor  
my   son   has   any   tact,”   she   said,   placing   her   hand   on   my   arm.   “Surgery   is   not   party  
conversation.”   She   flashed   them   a   quick   look.  



/

 
“Oh,”   I   nervously   giggled,   my   gaze   fixed   on   my   feet.   “It’s   okay.”  

 
Tanya   came   hurrying   over,   dragging   her   friends   with   her.   She   looked   concerned.   “Are  

you   alright?   Your   face   is   neon.”  
 

“We’re   just   complimenting   her   appearance,”   Edward   answered,   finishing   his   champagne.  
 

“Aw!   Isn’t   she   gorgeous!”   She   put   her   hand   on   my   shoulder,   instantly   agreeing.   “I   keep  
telling   her   she   could   have   been   a   model,   but   she   says   she’s   too   short.”   I   wanted   to   melt   into   the  
ground.   I   wanted   it   to   eat   me   whole.  
 

“And   fat,”   I   mumbled.   I   pinched   her   side,   unable   to   get   anything   but   fabric.   “I   eat   too  
much   cake.”  
 

She   giggled,   swatting   my   hand   playfully.   “No,   you’re   not!   Oh,   my   god!   You   should   see  
the   cake   they   got   me,   though!”   She   began   excitedly.   With   that,   she   was   distracted   and   started  
talking   about   the   day.   I   was   glad   for   it.   I   didn’t   want   to   be   the   center   of   attention   for   a   second  
longer.  
 

Edward’s   words   kept   echoing   in   my   ears.   I   sipped   my   drink,   trying   not   to   think   about   it.  
When   I   peered   up   again,   he   was   looking   at   me   from   underneath   his   thick   red   eyelashes   with   an  
expression   I   couldn’t   define.  
 

When   it   was   time   to   sit   to   eat,   I   was   glad   to   be   far   away   from   them.   Alice   leaned   in,  
smirking   as   she   whispered   in   my   ear.   “I   guess   we   know   where   Edward   gets   his   lack   of  
boundaries   from.”   I   cackled   but   promptly   threw   my   hand   over   my   mouth   to   keep   it   in.   Nodding   in  
agreement,   I   pushed   my   lips   together   as   hard   as   I   could   to   keep   it   in.   “So,   where’s   the  
dungeon?”  
 

I   lost   it,   pushing   her   so   hard   she   almost   fell   out   of   her   seat.   She   giggled   in   return,  
wiggling   her   eyebrows   at   me.  
 

“I   love   you.   I   miss   you.   And   I   wish   you   had   come   with   me   today.   I   need   to   talk   to   you  
soon,”   I   typed   to   my   boyfriend   in   a   rush   on   our   way   home.   Since   Alice   was   driving,   I   had  
drowned   my   awkwardness   in   mimosas.   The   food   was   fine,   but   I   felt   like   every   time   I   looked   up,  
either   Edward   or   his   father   was   staring   at   me.  
 

A   second   later,   my   phone   rang.   “Are   you   okay?”   He   asked   right   away   in   a   hurry,  
sounding   panicked.  
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My   cheeks   flushed   in   embarrassment.   I   hadn’t   realized   how   it   sounded   when   I   sent   it.  
“Um,   yes.   Nothing’s   wrong.   I   just…   ugh,   miss   you,”   I   said   stupidly.   “Am…   Am   I   interrupting  
something?   I’m   sorry.   I’m   dramatic.”  
 

“Oh…   oh,   no.   No,   darlin.”   He   seemed   so   relieved.   “I’m   having   lunch   right   now.   What   do  
you   need   to   talk   to   me   about?”  
 

I   felt   dense   for   even   sending   it   because   of   his   reaction.   “Edward’s   dad   is   so   creepy,”   I  
mumbled   in   a   low   whisper.   Alice   laughed   beside   me.  
 

Jasper   chuckled.   “Yeah,   he’s   an   odd   one,   isn’t   he?”  
 

“Put   him   on   speaker,”   she   requested.   I   did   so,   bringing   the   phone   down   into   my   lap.   “So,  
we   need   to   know,   using   your   mad   FBI   powers,   if   they   have   a   dungeon   in   that   place.   Holy   shit!  
Have   you   been   there?   They   have   to   have   some   sort   of   sex   cave   or   something.”  
 

He   laughed   louder   in   surprise.   “Yeah,   I’ve   been.”   He   cleared   his   throat,   and   I   could  
almost   see   him   rolling   his   eyes.   “If   they   did,   he   would   have   told   me.   He   can’t   keep   anything   to  
himself.   No   FBI   powers   needed.”  

 
“Does   Edward   have   one?”   She   demanded   next.   Giggling,   I   leaned   my   head   against   the  

rest   as   I   looked   at   her.   That   was   a   better   and   funnier   question.  
 

“He   lives   in   an   apartment,”   he   remarked   flatly.   “He   has   a   spare   bedroom   with   shit   from  
Wish.com.”   I   laughed   so   hard   that   I   snorted.   Jasper   chuckled   again   before   clicking   his   tongue.  
“You’ve   been   drinking   again,   haven’t   you,   young   lady?”  
 

“Yes,   sir,”   I   continued   to   giggle.   “Don’t   worry.   Alice   is   driving.   They   had   a   champagne  
fountain   with   not   the   cheapest   stuff.   I’m   so   warm   and   fuzzy   right   now,”   I   joked   as   I   rubbed   my  
hands   over   my   sweater.   He   wasn’t   there   to   see   me   acting   goofy,   though.   At   least   my   friend  
thought   I   was   funny.  
 

“You   still   would   have   drank   it   if   it   was   the   cheap   shit,”   my   best   friend   quipped.   I   stuck   my  
tongue   out   then   nodded   in   agreement.   “That’s   how   we’ll   pregame   at   your   apartment   while  
getting   ready.”   They   would   pick   us   up   on   the   way   in   a   limo   in   a   few   hours.   I   gave   her   a   finger  
gun   of   approval.   She   shook   her   head,   rolling   her   eyes.   “She   is   such   a   lightweight.”  
 

“So,   what   did   Dr.   Cullen   do   that   was   creepy?”   He   inquired   curiously,   ignoring   her.  
 

“He   told   her   that   her   face   was   perfect   and   kept   staring   at   her,”   Alice   answered   for   me   in  
a   melodramatic   tone.   “And   he   wanted   pictures!”  
 

“Of   my   face,”   I   added   quickly.   “Just   the   face.   Thank   god.”  
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“What   did   you   say?”   Jasper   asked   in   surprise.  

 
I   looked   out   the   window,   embarrassed   thinking   about   the   whole   conversation.   “Nothing.   I  

ignored   it,”   I   admitted   with   a   shrug.   “But   apparently,   I   have   a   button   nose.”  
 

“And   perfect   lips,”   she   mentioned   with   a   grimace.   She   did   an   all-over   body   shiver.   “What  
the   fuck,   dude?   Not   that   you   aren’t   a   fox,   but   you   just   met   him!”  
 

I   shrugged.   “I   don’t   know.   I   guess   they   were   nice   otherwise.   I   just…   Edward   makes  
sense   now,”   I   finished   dryly.   Alice   giggled,   stopping   at   the   apartment.   “And   they   talked   about  
you.   He   offered   to   fix   your   scars   pro   bono.”  
 

“Nah,   I’m   good,”   he   promptly   blurted   out.  
 

Biting   my   lip   to   keep   in   my   giggles,   I   sank   down   in   my   seat   with   a   wiggle.   “I   like   ’em.  
They’re   sexy.”  
 

‘I   know,’   she   mouthed   so   that   he   couldn’t   hear   her,   nodding   her   head   as   she   did   so.  
Then   she   playfully   fanned   her   face.  

 
“Bad   thing.”   Jasper   laughed   some   under   his   breath   before   pausing,   then   sighed.   “I   hate  

to   do   this,   but   I   need   to   get   back   to   work.”  
 

I   pouted,   but   I   tried   to   keep   it   out   of   my   voice.   “Okay.   I’m   sorry   for   scaring   you.”  
 

“No.   Thank   you   for   allowing   me   to   hear   your   lovely   voices.   It   makes   my   day   so   much  
better,”   he   spoke   so   sincerely.   I   smiled   to   myself.  
 

Alice   rolled   her   eyes,   finally   opening   the   door.   “Damn,   you   are   charming   when   you  
wanna   be.   Bye!”  
 

He   hummed.   “Sometimes.   Bye,   sweetie.”  
 

I   stayed   behind   to   have   a   moment   alone   with   him.   My   friend   had   a   key   to   my   apartment,  
so   she   didn’t   care   and   left   me   there.  
 

“I   really   wish   you   were   here   with   us.   Tonight   would   be   amazing.   We   could   do   a   scene  
during…”   I   drifted   off.   
 

“As   good   as   that   sounds,   I   don’t   think   I   could   be   in   the   headspace   for   anything.”  
 

“Are   you   okay?”  
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“Yeah,   I   just   couldn’t   do   it   around   him,   I   think.   Not   right   now.   Especially   when   I   know   how  

sexy   you’ll   look.   I’d   want   to   rip   him   apart   the   whole   night   for   staring   at   my   woman,”   he   teased  
lightly   in   a   sexy   growl.  
 

Giggling,   I   bit   my   bottom   lip.   “Maybe   if   you’re   awake   when   I   get   back   tonight,   we   can  
play   a   little   on   the   phone   before   bed.   We   haven’t   done   that   yet.”  
 

“Mmm…   Sounds   lovely.   Text   me   when   you   get   in.   I   want   to   make   sure   you’re   alright,   at  
least.”  
 

“It   might   be   late,”   I   confessed.   I   planned   on   taking   advantage   of   a   good   time.   It   would   be  
perhaps   months   before   I   could   see   my   friends   again.   There   was   a   reason   I   would   need   Sunday  
to   recover   from   the   night.  
 

“I   don’t   care.   Go   out   and   enjoy   yourself.   Just…   Behave,   little   girl.   I’m   not   there   to   keep  
you   in   line.”  
 

His   warm   tone   sent   shivers   down   my   spine.   “Yes,   sir.   I   love   you.”  
 

“I   love   you,   Goddess,”   he   said   in   a   low   voice   that   made   me   wish   he   was   saying   it   in   my  
ear…   while   naked   in   bed.   Champagne   made   my   clothes   want   to   fall   right   off.  
 

“You   must   be   alone,”   I   joked   with   a   smirk.  
 

“Or   I   just   don’t   give   a   fuck   who   hears.   I’ll   shout   it   if   you   like.”  
 

“You’re   one   hundred   percent   alone.”  
 

Jasper   chuckled.   “Yeah.   I   am.   I’ll   talk   to   you   later,   darlin.”  
 

Sitting   there   for   a   minute,   I   immediately   missed   the   sound   of   his   voice.   When   I   got   back  
into   the   apartment,   Alice   already   had   a   drink   waiting   for   me.   “Do   you   want   to   order   Chinese?”  
 

“Yes!”   I   instantly   agreed.  
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Chapter   Eight:   A   Restroom   in   a   Club  
 

Five   hours   later,   we   were   both   stuffed   with   fantastic   food   and   half   tipsy.   We   had   fun   just  
hanging   out   and   pampering   ourselves   before   we   killed   our   feet   for   the   evening.   The   limo   driver  
opened   the   door   for   us.   It   was   already   filled   with   probably   fifteen   women   and   a   few   guys.   Tanya  
grinned   when   we   got   in.  
 

“Tonight   will   be   amazing!”   She   beamed   at   us.   My   roommate   looked   even   better   than   she  
did   in   the   morning.   She   had   professionals   do   her   makeup,   and   it   showed.  
 

The   music   was   loud   as   soon   as   we   got   inside.   A   host   led   us   to   the   VIP   area   enclosed  
with   velvet   ropes   and   bouncers,   and   only   those   with   the   correct   bracelet   got   in.   More   of   her  
friends   would   show   up   on   their   own.   Probably   every   person   she   ever   met.   My   roommate   had  
been   talking   about   the   party   for   a   month   solid   leading   up   to   the   event.  
 

“Who’s   ready   for   shots!”   One   of   her   buddies   began   straight   away.  
 

Three   Jagermeisters,   two   bottles   of   Patron,   and   a   Grey   Goose   later,   the   room   was  
crammed   with   drunk   skinny   women.   Alice   and   I   kept   mostly   to   ourselves,   though   Tanya   kept  
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checking   on   us.   Whenever   she   did,   she   brought   us   another   shot.   We   would   throw   it   back   with  
her   like   we   were   all   college   girls,   not   adults   nearing   middle-aged.   It   was   almost   enough   to   make  
me   forget   everything   that   was   going   on   in   my   life   at   that   moment.  
 

We   were   silly,   having   way   too   much   fun   as   Alice   and   I   moved   together.   We   held   our  
hands   over   our   heads   as   we   giggled   and   swayed.   Clapping,   we   sang   to   each   other,   even  
though   we   were   too   drunk   to   know   the   words   or   to   have   any   rhythm.   My   feet   and   body   would  
hate   me   the   following   day.  
 

“I   gotta   pee!”   She   yelled   at   me   after   a   few   songs.  
 

“I   need   to   sit   for   a   minute,”   I   admitted.   I   also   needed   some   water.   The   room   was  
spinning,   and   I   was   sweating   my   ass   off.  
 

We   walked   towards   the   VIP   section   together,   lifting   our   wrists   to   show   the   massive  
bouncer   our   blue   bracelets.   It   had   its   own   exclusive   bathroom,   so   there   wouldn’t   be   much   of   a  
line.   Looking   around,   I   realized   that   there   were   so   many   people   there   I   didn’t   know.  
 

“I’ll   be   back   in   a   few,”   she   mumbled   before   she   made   her   way   in   the   right   direction.   I  
went   the   other   to   find   a   place   to   plop   down.  
 

Thankfully,   there   was   a   couch   in   the   corner   that   was   surrounded   by   a   few   empty   chairs.  
It   was   dark   and   hidden   against   a   brick   wall.   I   flopped   onto   the   sofa,   closing   my   eyes   as   I   leaned  
my   head   back.  
 

“Are   you   alright?”   Edward   curiously   asked.   I   hadn’t   even   realized   he   was   there   across  
from   me   in   one   of   the   chairs.   My   head   snapped   up   in   surprise.   He   was   wedged   up   into   one  
corner   of   it,   his   expression   blank   as   he   took   a   slow   sip   of   whiskey.   He   looked   like   he   should  
have   been   in   front   of   a   fireplace   in   a   quiet   library,   not   in   a   noisy   club.  
 

“Yeah.   Just…   hot.   I   don’t   party   a   lot.”  
 

“Mm…”   he   hummed,   glanced   off   into   the   VIP   lounge.   “We   do   almost   every   weekend.”  
 

“I   couldn’t   do   that,”   I   breathed,   sitting   back   some.   Ungracefully,   I   wiped   a   little   sweat   from  
my   forehead.   “My   liver   would   hate   me.”   He   chuckled   some,   but   it   was   hollow.   “Where’s   the  
birthday   girl?”  
 

Edward   shrugged,   not   looking   at   me   as   he   did.   “She’s   fighting   with   someone   I   can’t  
remember   the   name   of   for   a   reason   I   have   yet   to   be   told   about.   In   the   bathroom.”  
 

“Oh.   Well,   Alice   is   in   there.   Maybe   she’ll   hear   something,”   I   babbled   because   I   didn’t  
know   what   else   to.  
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He   rolled   his   eyes,   shaking   his   head.   “It   won’t   matter   tomorrow.”   Edward   sighed   and   put  

his   empty   glass   on   the   table   in   front   of   us.   “It’s   something   petty,   I’m   sure.   Someone   insulted  
someone’s   hair   or   makeup.   Someone   ‘stole’   a   job   or   whatever.   It’s   always   the   same   four   or   five  
fights.”  
 

“Oh,”   I   repeated.   We   were   both   quiet   for   a   tick.   “You   look   so…   bored,”   I   concluded.   I  
didn’t   know   how   else   to   describe   it.   He   wasn’t   frustrated,   just   done.  
 

For   a   long   moment,   he   stared   at   me.   It   was   like   he   was   considering   what   he   wanted   to  
say.   “Yeah,   I   am.   I   am   bored.   And   disappointed.   It’s   always   something   like   this.   Is   this   what   I  
have   to   look   forward   to   for   the   rest   of   my   life?   I   love   Tanya,   I   do.   I   even   have   a   ring,   but  
something   is   stopping   me,   and   it’s   shit   like   this.”  
 

Sighing,   I   looked   away.   I   wasn’t   exactly   sure   what   to   say.   “I   mean,   she’s   a   party   girl.   You  
knew   that   going   in.   What   you   see   is   what   you   get.”  
 

“Perhaps   that’s   the   problem.   I   know   you’re   more   than   what   you   seem.”  
 

“Don’t   flirt,”   I   breathed.  
 

Looking   down   at   his   lap,   he   appeared   almost   pained.   “I’m   not.”   He   peered   off   again  
before   glancing   back.   “You   don’t   know   how   much   I   regret   getting   off   on   the   wrong   foot   with   you  
how   I   did.   I   was   so   fucking   stupid   and   over-confident.   And   I   didn’t   appreciate   how   you   might  
have   felt.   I   didn’t   see   the   signs   in   front   of   me   and   didn’t   respect   your   boundaries.   I   am   a   terrible  
Dom,   and   I   didn’t   deserve   your   submission,”   he   finished,   his   voice   low   so   no   one   could   hear   the  
last   sentence.  
 

Once   again,   I   was   speechless.   He   seemed   so   sincere.   I   wanted   to   beg   him   to   stop,   but  
he   was   opening   up   to   me.   But   what   he   did   wasn’t   okay,   and   I   wouldn’t   say   that   it   was.   “I’m   sure  
you’re   not   terrible.   You   just   weren’t   thinking.”  
 

“No,   I   wasn’t.   But   I’ve   certainly   been   reflecting   on   all   the   things   I   did   wrong   since   then,”  
he   grumbled,   widening   his   eyes.   I   laughed   softly,   shaking   my   head.   “I   don’t   suppose   you’d   like  
to   dance?”   Edward   suddenly   questioned.  
 

“That’s   not   a   good   idea,”   I   said   automatically.  
 

“Why?”   He   inquired   almost   innocently.  
 

I   laughed   once   more,   shaking   my   head   as   I   looked   at   him   as   if   he   was   stupid.   “You   know  
why.”  
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“I’ll   be   a   gentleman,   I   swear.   We’re   friends,   correct?   You’re   right,   I   am   bored,   and   I’d   like  
to   dance   at   least   a   little   tonight.   I’d   honestly   prefer   it   was   with   my   girlfriend,   but-”   He   waved   his  
hand   in   the   general   direction   of   restrooms.   “I   understand   if   it   would   make   you   too   uncomfortable,  
but   I   would   like   to   move   forward.   If   we   can.”  
 

I   almost   hated   how   adult   he   was   about   the   whole   thing.   My   drunken   brain   couldn’t   think  
of   a   reason   to   turn   him   down.   Sighing,   I   stood.   “You   will   leave   room   for   the   Holy   Ghost,   or   I’ll  
make   sure   Tanya   won’t   be   getting   birthday   sex.”  
 

“Damn,”   he   laughed   as   he   stood   to   his   feet,   too.   “Yes,   ma’am.   I   have   to   say,   I   appreciate  
the   creativity   of   your   threats.”   I   giggled,   making   him   genuinely   smile.  
 

It   was   the   middle   of   the   song   when   we   got   to   the   dance   floor.   It   was   a   fun,   bouncy   tune.   I  
didn’t   know   it,   but   it   had   a   great   beat,   and   it   was   easy   to   move   to.   Edward   stayed   at   least   six  
inches   away   from   me.   Then   he   took   my   hand   before   placing   the   other   on   my   waist.   He   was  
looking   down   at   me   with   such   an   intense   expression,   his   lip   between   his   teeth.  
 

Suddenly,   it   felt   like   one   of   the   many   fantasies   I   had   of   him   when   I   used   to   have   them.  
Us   in   a   thumping   club,   doing   something   we   shouldn’t   have   been.   Tanya   wouldn’t   care.   But  
Jasper   would   want   to   strangle   him.   Even   if   we   were   just   friends,   and   we   weren’t   doing   anything  
wrong.   And   nothing   ever   would   because   I   didn’t   want   it   to.  
 

I   tried   to   pull   back,   wanting   to   run   away   from   the   emotions.   Edward   was   holding   onto   me,  
though.   I   almost   tripped   backward,   but   his   arms   wrapped   around   me.  
 

“Whoa!   Careful   there,”   he   murmured.  
 

With   my   hands   braced   on   his   chest,   I   gazed   into   his   deep   green   eyes.   I   wanted   to   get   as  
far   away   from   them   as   fast   as   possible.   My   head   was   swimming,   the   music   far   too   loud.   I  
needed   it   to   stop.  
 

“This   was   a   bad   idea.   Sorry,”   I   muttered   as   I   corrected   myself.   As   quickly   as   I   could,   I  
tugged   away   from   him.  
 

“Bella,   I’m   sorry.   I   didn’t   mean-”  
 

Rushing   towards   the   VIP   lounge,   I   knew   he   was   behind   me   the   entire   time,   but   I   couldn’t  
look   back.   I   didn’t   see   Alice,   so   I   went   to   the   bathroom.   He   stopped   at   the   door   with   a   huff.   She,  
Tanya,   and   about   four   women   were   gathered   around   the   mirror.   One   of   them   was   drunkenly  
crying.   They   all   looked   at   me   in   confusion   at   my   abrupt   entrance.  
 

“Everything   okay?”   Tanya   asked   me   slowly.  
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Panting,   I   frowned.   No.   It   wasn’t,   and   I   was   annoyed   with   her,   but   I   wasn’t   sure   why.  
“Look,   I   don’t   know   what   the   hell   is   going   on,   but   your   boyfriend   is   miserable   out   there.   What   are  
you   doing   in   the   bathroom   on   your   birthday?   This   is   some   high   school   shit.”  
 

“Ugh,   it   really   is,”   she   agreed   with   a   roll   of   her   eyes.   “It’s   just   that   Brenda   took   my-”  
 

“Tanya!”   I   interrupted   her.   Edward   had   been   correct,   and   it   made   me   feel   pity   for   him.  
“It’s   your   birthday,   and   he   spent   a   lot   of   money   to   make   you   happy.   And   you’re   in   the   smelly   ass  
restroom   making   someone   cry.”   I   looked   at   Alice   with   a   frown.   “I’m   sorry,   but   I’m   ready   to   go.   Do  
you   want   to   get   an   Uber?”  
 

We   made   it   back   to   my   apartment   by   one   in   the   evening.   Alice   explained   all   the   stupid  
drama   they   were   trying   to   convey   to   her.   She   didn’t   mean   to   get   roped   into   it,   nor   did   she   intend  
to   leave   me   alone   with   Edward.   Everything   was   as   juvenile   as   expected.   It   made   me   feel  
exhausted.  
 

“I’m   going   to   go   talk   to   Jasper   and   head   to   bed,”   I   grunted   once   we   got   inside.   “Sorry  
about   tonight.”  
 

“It’s   alright.   I’m   going   to   get   cleaned   up   and   crash   on   the   couch.   Is   it   okay   if   I   take   a  
shower?”  
 

“Go   for   it,”   I   replied,   texting   him   as   I   did.   “I   did   something   stupid,”   I   informed   my  
boyfriend.  
 

The   phone   rang   instantly.   It   was   as   if   he   was   waiting   for   me.   “I   realize   you’re   probably  
just   drunk,   but   are   you   okay?”   He   tried   to   say   as   calmly   as   possible,   but   I   could   hear   the   worry   in  
it.   And   it   made   me   feel   worse.  
 

I   opened   my   mouth   to   answer,   but   I   whimpered.   “I-I   danced   with   Edward   for   maybe   ten  
seconds   because   he   was   all   pathetic   and   sad.   Because   Tanya   ignored   him   all   night.   Saying  
we’re   friends   and   how   he   wanted   to   move   forward   like   a   mature   person.   But   then   I   realized   I  
didn’t   even   want   to   do   that.   That   I   couldn’t.   And   I   just   ran   away   from   him   like   a   fucking   coward.  
Then   I   told   Tanya   off   on   her   birthday   because   she   was   in   the   bathroom   trying   to   stir   up   shit   with  
her   friends   instead   of   grinding   on   her   man.   Like   she   should   have   been.   And   I   don’t   know   why   I  
agreed   in   the   first   place,   and   I   only   want   to   be   with   you.   I   miss   you,”   I   finished,   starting   to   cry.  
“I’m   sorry.”  
 

My   boyfriend   sighed.   “Where   are   you   right   now?”  
 

“The   apartment.”  
 

“Good.   And   how   much   have   you   had   to   drink?”   He   asked   gently.  
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“I   don’t   know,”   I   admitted,   sniffling   loudly.  

 
“Where’s   Alice?”  

 
“Taking   a   shower.”  

 
He   sighed   again.   “Isabella,   go   get   a   glass   of   water.   Right   now.”   He   wasn’t   mad.   He   was  

just   taking   control   of   the   moment   and   knew   I   would   listen   to   him   when   he   said   my   name   like  
that.  
 

I   sucked   in   a   quick   breath.   Automatically,   I   stood   to   go   do   that.   “Yes,   sir.”  
 
“I’m   glad   you   exited   the   situation   when   you   did,   darlin.   Did   he   make   you   uncomfortable  

while   you   were   dancing?”  
 

“No.   It   was   literally   seconds.   He   did   nothing   wrong.   Edward   was   fine.   I   feel   awful   for   him.  
It   was   me.   I-   I-”   I   stuttered.   “But   I   didn’t   want   him   touching   me   anymore   because   it   felt   like   one   of  
my-”   I   stopped   myself   from   saying   the   word   out   loud.   “Because   he   wasn’t   you,   and   I   didn’t   want  
anyone   else   to   look   at   me   like   that.   I’m   yours,   and   I   only   want   to   be   yours.”  
 

I   got   a   bottle   of   water   from   the   fridge   and   took   a   big   swig   as   I   leaned   against   it.   “Good  
girl,”   he   soothingly   cooed   in   my   ear   as   I   did.  
 

“I   shouldn’t   have-”  
 

“Isabella,”   he   interrupted   me.   “I   trust   you   completely.   You   could   have   danced   with   him   if  
you   wished,   but   I   have   to   admit   I   would   prefer   if   he   jumped   off   a   cliff.   But   it   would   have   only  
been   a   dance   because   you’re   mine   and   nothing   changes   that.   I   know   that.   Now,   take   another  
drink   of   water.”   I   did   as   I   was   told,   panting   as   I   plopped   onto   my   bed.   I   don’t   know   how   my   feet  
carried   me   there.  
 

“Punish   me   when   I   get   to   New   York,”   I   begged.  
 

“I   will,”   he   responded   right   away,   “but   for   your   excessive   drinking   this   week,”   he   said  
before   clicking   his   tongue   in   fake   disappointment.   He   was   teasing   me,   showing   that   he   wasn’t  
upset.   “You   become   a   wild   thing   when   I’m   not   there,   it   seems.”  
 

I   laughed   at   his   words.   “I’m   sure   the   liquor   will   punish   me   for   that   first.”  
 

“Well,   your   ass   will   pay   for   it   one   way   or   the   other.   How   many   spankings   should   I   give  
you,   hm?”  
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“Is   this   how   you’re   going   to   distract   me   from   my   drunken   panic   attack?”   I   asked   in   a   soft  
breath.  
 

“Yes.   Now   answer   my   question.”  
 

Biting   my   lip   to   hide   my   small   smile,   I   looked   down   at   my   cold   bottle   of   water.   “I   don’t  
know,   sir.   A   lot.”  
 

“You   would   say   that   no   matter   what   you   did,”   he   replied   jokingly.   “Bella,”   Jasper   breathed  
my   name,   getting   more   serious.   “Don’t   worry.   I’m   not   upset.   You   didn’t   handle   the   situation  
perfectly,   but   that’s   okay.   I   love   you   and   trust   you.   We’re   fine,   I   promise,   and   in   just   two   days,  
we’ll   be   back   together   again.   And   none   of   this   will   matter.”  
 
 
  

 
 

Chapter   Nine:   In   a   Shabby   Apartment  
 

Sunday,   I   woke   up   with   my   worst   hangover   since   college.   Alice   was   still   asleep   on   the  
couch.   I   finished   packing   around   her   until   I   finally   made   enough   noise   to   rouse   her   from   her  
slumber.   She   wasn’t   ready   to   get   moving   yet,   and   I   couldn’t   blame   my   friend.   We   ordered   lunch  
and   talked   until   it   got   late,   and   she   needed   to   get   home.   She   had   school   in   the   morning,   and   I  
had   a   flight.   We   promised   to   chat   often.   We   embraced   for   a   long   time,   squeezing   tightly.   Neither  
of   us   wanted   to   let   go.  
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Tanya   never   came   to   the   apartment.   I   was   rather   hoping   I   could   say   I   was   sorry   in  

person.   At   ten,   I   sent   her   an   apology   by   text.   She   asked   what   for   because   she   didn’t   remember  
much   about   the   night   before.   She   had   only   woken   up   around   six   that   evening.   I   answered   for  
bailing   out   early,   like   a   coward.  
 

“Oh!   It’s   okay!   I   know   you   needed   to   get   ready   for   your   trip.   I’ll   miss   you!   See   you   soon,  
hopefully!”  
 

Staring   in   surprise   at   the   message,   I   decided   it   was   best   to   let   it   be.   Edward   would   never  
bring   up   the   subject,   that   was   for   sure.   He   watched   me   walk   out   of   the   restroom   at   the   club,  
dejected.   The   man   didn’t   even   try   to   say   anything.   Instead,   he   looked   beaten   down.   He   had  
done   nothing   wrong,   but   I   shouldn’t   have   agreed   in   the   first   place.   Jasper   wasn’t   angry   at   me,  
but   I   was   at   myself.   He   had   just   been   so   nice   and   said   all   the   right   things.  
 

My   flight   to   Albany   was   only   about   five   hours.   I   took   the   earliest   I   could,   leaving   at   six   in  
the   morning   on   Monday.   I   was   too   impatient.   Sadly,   he   was   working   when   I   got   in.   I   knew   he  
would   be.   So   I   would   store   my   stuff   in   our   apartment   then   take   myself   out   to   lunch.   I   would   get   a  
few   groceries   for   when   we   were   there,   too.   I   would   take   care   of   my   man   as   much   as   possible.  
 

It   was   only   slightly   shabbier   than   I   expected   it   to   be.   It   was   an   efficiency   with   a   queen  
mattress,   a   loveseat,   and   a   boxy   television   from   the   nineties   on   top   of   a   dresser   from   the  
seventies   that   had   a   large   mirror   vanity   to   one   side.   It   was   so   awkward.   The   carpet   was   brown  
shag,   and   the   wallpaper   had   bamboo   on   it.   The   only   window   was   high   above   the   bed   and   had  
thick   yellow   curtains   that   blocked   out   all   the   light.  
 

I   giggled   as   I   looked   around.   It   wasn’t   that   bad,   really.   Honestly,   it   could   have   been   so  
much   worse.   It   was   clean,   at   least.   I   kind   of   loved   it.   But   I   could   see   why   Jasper   would   hate   it.  
But   he   wasn’t   paying   for   it,   and   we   didn’t   know   how   long   he   was   staying,   so   we   couldn’t   find   an  
apartment   on   our   own.   I   didn’t   mind.   I   couldn’t   handle   not   having   any   access   to   a   real   kitchen   for  
months   on   end.   We   both   liked   my   cooking   too   much   for   that.  
 

It   was   almost   comically   perfect   for   our   first   place   together.  
 

Sure,   it   wasn’t   ideal.   But   it   wouldn’t   be   hard   to   make   it   homier.   I   put   the   spare   key   he   left  
me   under   the   mat   onto   my   ring   with   a   smile.   I   was   more   enthusiastic   about   this   part   of   it   than   I  
expected   to   be.   It   wasn’t   living   together   yet,   just   staying   in   the   same   place,   but   it   would   be   an  
interesting   test   run   for   the   future.   His   time   healing   was   too   hectic   to   count.  
 

After   inspecting   the   place,   I   walked   to   a   shopping   center   about   a   block   away   to   have  
some   Five   Guys.   It   was   nice   that   it   was   so   close   to   us.   I   knew   how   much   he   loved   burgers   and  
fries.   I   would   have   to   get   it   for   us   someday.   Or   maybe   we   could   go   on   a   cute   little   date   with  
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milkshakes   and   everything.   As   soon   as   I   found   out   his   next   days   off,   I   would   start   planning   for   a  
short   trip   to   New   York   City,   though.   That   was   the   outing   I   was   most   excited   about.  
 

The   pots   and   pans   were   battered   in   the   kitchen,   so   I   bought   a   cheap   set   and   some  
knives.   I   would   only   get   enough   food   for   two   days   at   a   time   since   anything   could   change   at   a  
moment’s   notice.   I   made   a   few   trips   back   to   haul   all   of   my   loot.   Going   to   one   shop,   then   to   the  
apartment.   It   was   a   wonderful   almost   spring   day,   and   I   loved   it.   I   might   have   gone   overboard   at  
the   inexpensive   home   store.   I   probably   looked   like   a   crazy   person   with   all   my   massive   sacks.  
 

In   a   small   slow   cooker,   I   started   a   thick   beef   stew   and   baked   some   cornbread   and  
cookies.   The   place   smelled   delicious.   While   they   were   baking,   I   put   some   candles   around   and  
washed   a   new   blanket   I   got   for   the   bed.   I   also   purchased   some   fresh   pillows,   too.   We   could  
donate   them   to   charity   when   we   left.   It   wasn’t   much,   but   I   knew   it   would   make   a   difference.  
 

As   it   got   later   in   the   evening,   I   became   more   psyched   and   nervous   to   see   him.   I   changed  
into   something   I   got   just   for   Jasper,   a   baby   blue   crop   top,   innocent   high-waisted   panties,   and  
matching   knee   socks.   I   didn’t   bother   with   makeup,   only   putting   on   lip   gloss   and   some   edible  
dust   like   from   New   Year’s.   This   time,   it   was   chocolate   cake   flavored.   Cookies   wouldn’t   be   the  
only   thing   for   dessert,   I   hoped.  
 

It   was   seven   o’clock   when   the   door   finally   opened.   He   hadn’t   texted   to   say   he   was   on   the  
way,   but   he   knew   I   had   arrived   safely.   But   it   still   surprised   me.   As   always,   he   was   perfectly  
groomed   in   one   of   his   tailored   suits,   his   blond   hair   slicked   back   in   place.  
 

I   smiled   at   him   brightly,   hopping   up   from   the   couch   right   away   to   greet   him   properly.   “Hi  
there,   handsome,”   I   said   playfully,   putting   my   hands   behind   my   back   because   I   knew   it   would  
push   my   chest   out   and   make   me   appear   more   innocent.  
 

Silently,   he   looked   around   before   peering   at   me.   His   jaw   was   tight,   his   eyes   hollow   and  
unseeing.   I   watched   as   his   Adam’s   apple   bobbed,   and   he   sucked   in   a   slow   breath.   His   briefcase  
slipped   from   his   fingers   and   clattered   to   the   floor   loudly   as   he   began   to   cry.  
 

“Oh,   no!   Oh,   god!   What   happened?!”   I   nearly   shouted   as   I   rushed   to   him.   Both   of   his  
hands   were   covering   his   face,   the   tears   streaming   past   them   as   he   crumbled   to   the   carpet   on  
his   knees.   It   was   coming   out   so   hard   that   there   was   no   sound,   but   his   body   was   shaking  
violently.   I   slid   to   the   floor   in   front   of   him   just   in   time   for   his   head   to   fall   on   my   shoulder.   My   arms  
wrapped   around   him   as   tightly   as   I   could.  
 

I   had   no   idea   what   was   going   on.  
 

Jasper   tangled   his   strong   arms   around   me,   pulling   me   to   his   chest   with   a   rough   thud.   He  
buried   his   face   in   my   neck   as   his   fingers   curled   into   my   shirt.   “I   can’t   do   this   anymore,”   he  
gasped.  
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“Can’t   do   what,   honey?”   I   asked,   confused.   I   gently   nuzzled   his   hair,   trying   to   soothe   him.  

“You   don’t   have   to   do   anything   you   don’t   want   to.   I   promise.”  
 

He   shook   his   head.   “I-   I   can’t   keep   looking   at   these-   I   can’t   keep   doing   this,”   he   stuttered  
out   brokenly.   “I   can’t   sleep.   I   haven’t   slept   in   days.   I   keep   trying,   but   when   I   do,   I   have  
nightmares.   And   I   watch   you   die   in   a   million   ways.   Every   fucking   time.   And   I   can’t   anymore.”  
 

“Oh,”   I   breathed,   leaning   my   head   against   his.   I   didn’t   know   what   to   say.   “Um,   I’m   here.  
I’m   okay.   I’m   here   now.   I’ll   keep   the   nightmares   away,”   I   whispered   into   his   hair,   trying   to   hold  
back   my   tears.   I   wanted   to   be   strong   for   him.   It   wouldn’t   help   if   I   freaked   out,   too.  
 

His   fingers   curled   tighter   into   the   fabric   of   my   crop   top.   “It’s   too   raw.   It’s   too   fresh.   I   can’t,  
I   can’t,”   he   repeated   as   he   gasped   for   air.   “I   knew   I   couldn’t.   I   knew   I   needed   more   time.   But…  
But   what   if   I   can’t   do   this   anymore?”   He   blurted   out   the   words   brokenly.   “This   is   my   job!   This   is  
my   career.   I   have   trained   for   this   my   whole   life,   and   I’ve   thrown   up   like   a   goddamn   rookie   at   just  
photographs.   Fucking   pictures!”  
 

“Then   we’ll   figure   out   the   next   step   together,”   I   swore.   It   was   as   simple   as   that.  
 

Sitting   back,   he   wiped   his   face   with   his   palm   roughly.   Digging   his   nails   into   his   scalp,   he  
looked   up   towards   the   ceiling.   His   cheeks   were   splotchy   and   red,   sticky   with   snot   and   tears.  
“What   is   that,   huh?   I   can’t   even   think   of-”   he   started   again,   shaking   his   head.  
 

I   shrugged,   touching   his   knee   gently.   “You   could   research.   Or   teach.   I   don’t   know,   but  
you   don’t   have   to   start   over.   You   don’t   have   to   throw   the   whole   baby   out   with   the   bathwater,   you  
know?”   I   took   his   hands,   bringing   them   up   to   my   lips   to   kiss.   “You   just   need   a   break.   And   until  
you   figure   out   what   you   want   to   do,   maybe   we   can   live   off   of   my   advance   if   that   guy   was   for  
real,”   I   joked.   “I   can   take   care   of   us   for   a   little   while.”  
 

Jasper   swallowed,   licking   his   lips.   He   had   to   concentrate   on   getting   the   words   out.   “He  
is.   He   has   a   good   reputation,   and   no   record   other   than   an   utter   disrespect   of   Manhattan   parking  
laws.”  
 

His   words   gave   me   pause,   distracting   me   for   a   moment.   “Do   you   think   I   should   take   it?”   I  
asked   my   distressed   boyfriend.   I   blurted   it   out.  
 

He   smiled   at   me   slowly,   touching   my   cheek.   “He’s   helped   a   lot   of   first-time   authors   in   his  
field.   I   think   it’s   up   to   you   what   you   want   to   do,   though.”   That   meant   yes,   but   he   would   never  
make   a   decision   this   big   for   me.  
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I   sat   back   on   my   bottom,   adjusting   my   legs   so   that   they   were   more   comfortable.   They  
were   falling   asleep   because   of   the   position   we   were   in.   “Well,   there   you   go.   That’s   almost   what   I  
make   in   a   year.”  
 

“As   sweet   as   you   are,   don’t   worry   about   that   part.   I   could   take   care   of   myself   for   a   good  
long   time   if   I   flake   on   this.   I   wouldn’t   let   you,”   he   mumbled,   gazing   at   me   from   underneath   his  
clumped   up   eyelashes.  
 

“I’d   want   to.”   He   had   been   paying   for   everything   for   months.   I   didn’t   mind   doing   it   for   a  
while,   especially   after   what   he   went   through.   He   needed   more   than   a   vacation.   He   deserved   to  
heal   completely,   mentally,   and   physically.   
 

“I   know,”   he   whispered   as   he   took   my   face   and   tugged   me   towards   him.   For   the   first   time  
in   a   week,   he   kissed   me.   This   was   not   fun   making   out,   but   desperate   and   scared.   Wet,   his   lips  
were   salty.   When   he   pulled   away,   he   laid   his   forehead   against   mine.   Both   of   Jasper’s   hands  
were   on   my   cheeks.   “God,   look   at   you.   You’re   so   fucking   cute,   and   here   I   am,   having   a   mental  
breakdown.   This   is   not   what   you   wanted   tonight.   I’m   sorry   that   I’m   nuts.”  
 

Gently,   I   pushed   him   back   so   he   would   look   at   me.   My   fingers   tightened   around   the  
shoulders   of   his   blazer.   “No.   You   will   not   do   that.   You   will   not   feel   guilty   for   expressing   your  
emotions   to   me.   I   want   you   to,   no   matter   what   they   are.   I   am   here   for   you.   And   you   are   not  
crazy.   You   went   through   something   terrible.   You’ve   handled   it   so   much   better   than   I   could.   You  
are   so   strong,   but   even   heroes   need   a   minute   to   breathe.”  
 

“Yes,   you   are   here   for   me,”   he   agreed   in   a   tiny   voice   before   forcing   a   smile.   Once   again,  
he   pulled   me   closer,   and   we   hugged   for   a   long   time.   When   he   finally   calmed   down   completely,  
he   whispered,   “It   smells   good   in   here.”  
 

“I   made   you   dinner   and   some   dessert.   I   figured   you’ve   been   eating   like   garbage   without  
me,”   I   teased   gently.  
 

Chuckling,   Jasper   shook   his   head.   “I’ve   barely   been   able   to   keep   anything   down.   But  
that’s   making   my   mouth   water.”  
 

I   stood   up   from   the   floor   and   offered   him   my   hands.   He   looked   at   them   for   a   moment,  
almost   as   if   he   was   confused.   “Come   on.   Let   me   go   make   you   some   while   you   get   comfortable.”  
 

“You’re   too   good   for   me.”  
 

Taking   them   slowly,   he   rose   to   his   full   height.   I   bent   my   head   back   to   look   into   his  
red-rimmed   eyes,   my   arms   going   around   his   waist.   “No,   I’m   not.   Jasper,   when   this   is   over,   you  
can   do   whatever   you   need   to   do,   and   I   will   support   you.   If   you   want   to   become   a   professor   or  
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focus   on   your   art   full-time   for   a   while,   I   will   be   by   your   side.   I   know   you   really   can’t   just   drop   it  
right   now,   but-”  
 

“I   know   you   will   be,   darlin.   And   I   promise   I’ll   be   by   yours   when   you   become   a   best-selling  
author.”   I   giggled   softly   at   his   words,   his   hands   resting   on   the   small   of   my   back   as   he   pulled   me  
closer.   “Oh,   maybe   I   can   become   your   full-time   bodyguard,”   he   joked   with   a   tiny   smile.  
 

“Oo,   I   like   that,”   I   teased,   lifting   on   my   toes   so   I   could   push   my   lips   against   his.   He   smiled  
just   a   little   against   them.   “Now,   go   get   changed.   You   don’t   want   crumbs   all   over   your   jacket.”  
 

By   the   time   I   finished   making   him   a   bowl   of   hot   stew   with   some   buttered   cornbread,   he  
had   switched   into   a   t-shirt   and   flannel   sleep   pants.   Jasper   looked   so   drained,   plopping   down   into  
the   old   wooden   chair   with   a   squeak.   I   hurried   to   get   him   a   beer   from   the   fridge.   When   I   tried   to  
go   get   something   else,   he   pulled   me   down   into   his   lap.  
 

“Thank   you   for   coming   up   here.   It   makes   me   feel   so   much   better   to   have   you   in   my   arms  
again,”   he   told   me   as   he   pushed   my   hair   behind   my   ear.   “I   can’t   do   this   without   you.”  
 

“It’s   the   only   place   I   wanted   to   be.”   I   kissed   him   firmly,   showing   how   much   I   meant   it.  
“Now,   let’s   get   you   fed,   and   we’ll   go   get   some   sleep.”  
 

“Okay,”   he   chuckled   before   kissing   the   side   of   my   neck.   Quietly,   he   groaned.  
“Chocolate?”   Jasper   leaned   in   to   get   another   taste,   humming   as   he   did.  
 

“Yup.   And   you   can   have   more   of   it   after   you   eat   some   real   food,”   I   promised.  
 

We   went   to   bed   right   after.   He   fell   asleep   instantly.  
 

“Hey…   It’s   Dr.   Hale,”   I   heard   him   say   in   a   soft   tone.   It   was   dark,   the   room   slightly   cold.   I  
pulled   the   blanket   tighter   around   me,   trying   to   stay   quiet.   “Yeah.   I   won’t   make   it   in   today.”   He  
paused.   “I’m   having   some   stomach   issues,”   he   sighed,   his   voice   weak.   “Yeah,   I   did   throw   up   in  
the   trash   a   couple   of   days   ago.   I   apologize   for   you   having   to   witness   it,   and   I   appreciate   you  
ignoring   it.   Obviously,   I’ve   been   trying   to   do   the   same.   I’ll   attempt   to   sleep   it   off,   and   tomorrow,  
I’ll   go   to   the   doctor   if   I   need   to.   Thank   you   for   your   concern.   I’ll   manage.   I’ll   text   you   later   if   I’m  
not   able   to   make   it   tomorrow.   Yes.   Yes,   sir.   Thank   you.   I   will.   Goodbye.”  
 

The   words   hung   in   the   air   for   a   long   time.   He   didn’t   move   from   his   spot   on   the   sofa,  
though.   I   sat   up   slowly.   “Jasper?   Are   you   okay?”  
 

He   hadn’t   realized   I   was   awake,   and   it   surprised   him.   “What?   Oh.   Yeah.   Yeah,”   he  
blurted   out,   shaking   his   head   as   he   looked   down   at   the   phone   in   his   hand.   “I   just…   need   a  
minute,   you   know?”   He   glanced   up   at   me,   grimacing   as   if   he   was   in   pain.   “I   need   a   day   off   with  
you   to   get   my   head   right.”  
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I   got   up   and   walked   over   to   the   couch   to   him.   “Okay.   I   don’t   mind   it.   I   missed   you,”   I  

remarked   as   I   slid   my   hands   from   his   shoulder   down   his   arm.   “Are   you   going   back?”   I  
questioned   seriously.  
 

Jasper   nodded,   putting   my   arms   around   his   neck   as   I   leaned   down   behind   him.   “Yes.   I  
have   to.”  
 

“No,   you   don’t.   You   could   refuse   to   be   a   part   of   this,   just   quit.   You   can’t   ignore   the   trial,  
but   that’s   a   long   way   off,   and   you’ll   have   more   time   to   deal.”  
 

Scoffing,   he   tilted   his   head   back   against   my   shoulder   and   sighed.   “No.   I’ll   go   back  
tomorrow.”  
 

“Okay.   But   only   if   you   want   to.”   I   kissed   his   temple   after   I   spoke.   “Promise   me   you’ll   go  
speak   to   a   counselor.   I   know   the   FBI   or   the   Albany   police   have   to   have   one.”   I   wrapped   my   arms  
around   his   shoulders,   crossing   them   over   his   chest   as   I   pressed   my   nose   into   his   cheek.   “It’s  
normal   to   have   anxiety   after   what   you’ve   gone   through,   and   there   is   nothing   wrong   with   asking  
for   help   to   deal   with   it.”  
 

“I   have   been,”   he   promised,   putting   his   hand   on   top   of   my   crossed   wrists.   Jasper   turned  
his   face   towards   mine.   “Twice   this   week.   And   I’ll   go   again.”  
 

“And   they   think   you’re   ready   to   go   back   to   duty?”  
 

He   swallowed   and   sighed,   blinking   off   into   the   distance.   “They   consider   this   soft.   It’s   just  
a   lot   of   talking   and   looking.   Remembering.   I   get   to   look   at   every   little   girl   he   destroyed,   and   I   get  
to   listen   to   his   gleeful   description   of   the   entire   event.   He   is   a   monster.   Charming   and   pretty   and  
fucking   insane.   He   talks   so   much,   but   I’m   sure   half   of   it   is   lies.   But   then   the   details   he   gives   on  
what   he   does   to   them   is…   dead-on.   No   pun   intended.”   Jasper   looked   towards   the   mirror   at   our  
shared   reflection.   “I   should   have   killed   him.”  
 

“No,”   I   breathed.   “Even   if   he   deserved   to   die,   you’ll   bring   justice   to   so   many   families.   I  
know   this   is   painful   because   you’re   one   of   his   victims   now,   but   you’re   still   a   hero.   You’re   still  
strong.   You’re   still   brave.”  
 

“I   have   clung   to   you   like   a   nervous   child   for   the   past   few   months.   I’m   not   sure   how   you  
can   think   that   about   me,”   he   said   in   embarrassment.   “I’ve   needed   you   for   everything.   You’ve  
been   my   maid,   nurse,   and   caretaker   in   every   way.”  
 

My   arms   tightened   around   him.   “Don’t   you   think   that’s   what   I   wanted   to   do?   I   loved   every  
minute   we   were   together.”   He   scoffed.   I   gently   pinched   his   arm   in   answer.   “I’m   not   a   liar.”  
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“No.”   He   smiled.   “You’re   not.”   
 

“Now,   let   me   take   care   of   you.   We   can   do   whatever   you   want   today.   Whatever   you   need.  
I   just   want   to   make   you   feel   better.”   I   kissed   his   hair   repeatedly.   Closing   my   eyes,   I   savored   our  
closeness   as   his   fingers   slid   over   mine.   They   twisted   together,   locking   my   arm   tight   over   his  
chest.  
 

“Can   we   play,   Goddess?”  
 
  

 
 

Chapter   Ten:   In   Control  
 

 
The   words   made   me   stop.   Jasper   had   never   asked   to   play   in   such   a   way,   but   I   had   a  

feeling   he   didn’t   want   today   to   be   about   that.   This   wouldn’t   just   be   fooling   around   for   fun.   He  
needed   to   be   out   of   control   in   a   way   that   he   could   handle.   He   had   to   relax   and   be   taken   care   of.  
He   needed   to   be   told   what   to   do   by   someone   he   trusted.  
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“Are   you   sure   that’s   what   you   want?”   I   questioned   gently.  

 
“It’s   what   I   need.”  

 
“For   how   long?”  

 
He   didn’t   hesitate.   “All   day.   Please?   For   as   long   as   you   wish.”  

 
I   bit   my   lip,   thinking   it   over.   Finally,   I   spoke   into   his   hair.   “What   are   our   safewords?”   We  

hadn’t   brought   them   up   in   months.   There   was   no   need   for   them.   Even   when   we   played   in   the  
weeks   before.   No   one   was   worried   about   safewording.   We   were   concerned   about   not   doing   it  
and   not   stopping   before   we   hurt   him.   We   were   both   eager   to   push   boundaries   at   a   slow   pace.  
 

“Red,”   he   whispered.  
 

“Yellow,   too.   If   you   want   to   do   this   all   day   long,   I   need   to   know   when   to   slow   down,   so  
you   don’t   have   to   use   red.   How   is   your   arm?”   I   touched   the   spot   gently   through   his   t-shirt.  
 

“It’s   fine.   My   shoulder   hurts   a   little.   It’s   just   slightly   sore.   I   think   it’s   because   I’m   so   tense.”  
 

I   walked   to   my   purse   and   took   out   a   bottle.   Inside   were   several   of   his   powerful   pain   pills.  
I   had   never   removed   them.   It   quickly   snapped   one   in   half.   Taking   the   water   on   the   dresser   over  
to   him,   I   offered   both   to   him,   but   he   didn’t   want   them.   It   had   been   weeks   since   he   had   given   in.  
Silently,   he   stared   at   them   as   if   they   would   bite.  
 

“Take   it.   I’m   not   asking.”  
 

Blinking,   he   looked   up   at   me   in   surprise   at   my   tone.   Finally,   he   took   it   from   palm   and  
popped   it   into   his   mouth.   Jasper   quickly   swallowed,   finishing   half   the   water   as   he   did.   He   licked  
his   lips   and   grimaced   at   the   bitter   taste   of   the   tablet.  
 

I   ran   my   fingers   through   his   thick   hair,   making   him   look   up   at   me.   “Today   won’t   be   about  
pleasure.   Not   yours,   anyway.”  
 

“I   know,”   he   breathed.  
 

“You   had   fun   when   I   playfully   smacked   you   around   a   little   and   used   you   as   my   personal  
sex   toy.   Can   you   handle   doing   what   I   say,   even   if   you   don’t   like   it?”  
 

“There   ain’t   nothing   you   could   have   me   do   that   I   won’t   enjoy,”   he   answered   in   a   thick  
accent.   “Especially   with   the   pain   pill.”  
 



/

Smirking,   I   rolled   my   eyes.   “Don’t   assume   everything   will   be   sexual.”  
 
“I’m   not,”   he   promised   in   a   whisper.   I   tugged   on   his   blond   curls,   forcing   him   to   focus   on  

me.   “I’ll   do   whatever   you   wish,   Ma’am.   Use   me   as   your   footstool.”  
 

Gnawing   on   my   lip,   I   considered   what   to   do.   I   didn’t   feel   like   a   goddess   at   that   moment.  
Honestly,   I   barely   felt   human.   I   hadn’t   showered   after   flying   the   day   before,   and   I   was   greasy,   my  
hair   sticking   to   my   oily   skin.   Also,   I   was   hungry.   My   stomach   curled   in   on   itself,   ready   to   be   filled  
with   something   comforting.   If   I   had   been   alone,   it   would   have   been   time   to   have   a   box   of  
doughnuts.  
 

“Okay.   I’m   going   to   take   a   shower.   I’d   like   you   to   make   me   breakfast,”   I   said   when   I  
pulled   away   from   him   to   walk   towards   the   small   bathroom   we   shared.   
 

“What   would   you   like,   ma’am?”   My   boyfriend   asked   in   a   tiny   voice,   turning   around   on   the  
sofa   to   watch   me   go.  
 

Throwing   my   nightgown   onto   the   messy   bed,   I   didn’t   turn   to   look   at   him.   “I   thoughtfully  
make   your   meals   all   the   time   without   having   to   ask,   and   I’ve   provided   all   the   things   you   need   to  
do   so.   I   think   you’re   more   than   capable   of   doing   the   same   for   me.”  
 

“Yes,   Goddess,”   he   breathed.   I   could   feel   his   eyes   on   me   as   I   went   into   the   bathroom   for  
my   shower.   I   would   be   a   little   mean   and   biting.   My   tone   was   sharp   in   a   way   he   had   never   heard  
before.  
 

Stopping   in   the   door   frame,   I   still   didn’t   turn.   My   fingers   curled   around   the   jamb.   “I’m   not  
pleased   with   your   behavior   this   morning,   Jasper.   Lying   to   your   boss   is   unacceptable.   There   was  
no   reason   to   do   so,   other   than   to   avoid   explaining   yourself.   I   won’t   make   things   easy   for   you  
today.”   
 

“Yes,   ma’am.”  
 

“And   you   should   have   spoken   to   me   before   you   became   overwhelmed.   I   don’t   care   if   I’m  
asleep.   I   don’t   want   you   to   feel   like   that   alone.   You   won’t   hide   your   emotions   from   me.   It’s   gotten  
you   in   trouble   before,   and   it   will   again.”  
 

“Yes,   Goddess,”   he   answered   more   firmly.   “I’m   sorry.”  
 

“I   don’t   want   an   apology.   I   want   a   different   outcome   in   the   future.”   With   my   back   straight  
and   my   chin   held   high,   I   stepped   into   the   bathroom.   
 

In   the   shower,   I   took   my   time.   I   had   to   think   about   what   I   wanted   to   do.   I   hadn’t   been  
prepared.   Of   course,   I   wanted   to   play   and   thought   about   all   the   silly   things,   but   this   was  
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different.   It   was   challenging   to   focus   and   get   in   the   right   mindset,   but   I   needed   to.   Jasper  
required   something   from   me,   and   I   had   to   give   it   to   him.  
 

Blow-drying   my   hair,   I   got   perfectly   ready   before   wrapping   in   one   of   the   terrible   towels  
and   coming   out   to   find   my   clothes.   The   room   smelled   of   bacon   and   coffee.   I   smiled   to   myself   but  
said   nothing   as   he   continued   to   work.   There   were   already   things   on   the   table,   waiting   for   me.  
 

I   slipped   on   some   cute   panties,   a   tiny   pair   of   shorts,   a   camisole,   and   knee   socks.   Then   I  
braided   my   hair   over   my   shoulder   so   it   would   be   out   of   the   way.   It   wasn’t   the   uniform   of   a  
dominatrix,   but   I   wanted   to   be   comfortable.  
 

When   I   walked   into   the   small   kitchen   area,   he   was   slicing   fruit   with   his   back   to   me.  
Jasper   hadn’t   paused   since   I   came   out   of   the   restroom.   He   looked   up   and   smiled   at   my  
appearance,   his   eyes   going   over   me   before   flicking   quickly   to   his   work   again.   “May   I   ask   what  
the   rules   are   on   speaking,   Goddess?”  
 

“I   want   you   to   talk   as   much   as   you   need   to,”   I   explained   as   I   rested   against   the   counter.  
“I   will   hurt   you   today.   So,   I   have   to   trust   you’ll   speak   if   you   have   to.”  
 

The   knife   stilled   on   the   matching   cutting-board   it   came   with.   He   looked   up   at   me,   his  
eyes   warm.   “You   can’t   hurt   me.”  
 

“Yes,   I   can.   And   I   will.”  
 

They   went   back   to   the   banana,   and   he   smiled   again.   I   knew   what   that   meant.   He   didn’t  
think   it   was   true,   and   it   was   cute   that   I   thought   so.   I   would   prove   him   wrong.  
 

“I’m   ready   to   eat,”   I   informed   him   as   I   pushed   off   of   the   countertop.  
 

“Um,   yes,   ma’am.   Just   a   moment,”   Jasper   mumbled   as   he   hurriedly   put   the   fruit   on   top   of  
a   bowl   of   yogurt   with   some   strawberries,   too.   Then   he   picked   up   a   plate   with   buttered   toast   and  
bacon   on   it.  
 

I   watched   as   he   rushed   to   place   everything   on   the   table   for   me.   There   was   even   a  
newspaper   and   a   mug   of   coffee,   plus   a   small   cup   of   juice   waiting.  
 

“Sit,”   I   demanded,   pointing   at   the   chair.   When   he   did,   I   plopped   down   onto   his   lap   and  
got   more   comfortable.   “Thank   you.   This   looks   very   nice.   Have   you   eaten   anything?”  
 

“No,   ma’am,”   he   sighed   as   he   pushed   his   face   into   my   hair   from   behind.   His   nose  
skimmed   over   my   neck,   almost   making   me   shiver.   He   traced   his   lips   over   the   chain   of   the   lock  
necklace   that   I   never   took   off.  
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Taking   a   nibble   of   toast,   I   chewed   for   a   moment   as   I   considered   him.   I   brought   the  
triangle   up   to   his   lips.   He   didn’t   want   to   take   it,   just   like   the   pill,   but   I   wouldn’t   budge.   I   raised   my  
eyebrows.   I   would   start   the   morning   with   a   good   slap   if   I   needed   to.   Slowly,   he   took   a   large   bite  
before   leaning   in   to   kiss   my   cheek.  
 

After   a   sip   of   coffee,   I   unfolded   the   paper.   It   was   the   morning’s   news   that   must   have  
been   just   delivered.   I   wondered   if   the   apartment   came   with   a   subscription   or   if   Jasper   got   it   for  
work.   The   front   page   was   unsurprisingly   politics.   It   was   most   days.   I   flipped   it   to   the   next   one   to  
see   if   it   had   anything   local.   That   would   be   more   interesting.  
 

I   ate   breakfast   and   read   the   newspaper   as   if   it   was   a   typical   morning,   feeding   him   a   bite  
every   time   I   did   so.   He   wrapped   one   of   his   arms   around   my   waist,   holding   onto   me   comfortingly.  
His   fingers   kept   curling   against   my   stomach,   just   under   the   fabric   of   my   shirt.   I   realized   he   was  
reading   over   my   shoulder,   what   he   could   without   his   glasses,   anyway.   I   brought   it   up   higher,  
saying   nothing.  
 

“I   didn’t   notice   all   you   did   for   this   place   last   night.   Thank   you.   It’s   already   so   much   better  
than   it   was,”   he   said   when   we   had   finished   eating.   I   folded   the   paper,   turning   it   to   the   next   page.  
 

“I’m   not   done   yet,”   I   answered   because   it   was   true.   Next,   I   would   get   a   few   softer   towels.  
Those   could   easily   make   it   home   with   us,   at   least.   Those   provided   were   terrible   and   scratchy.  
And   not   nearly   big   enough   to   cover   my   ass.  
 

He   put   his   lips   close   to   my   ear.   “I   don’t   suppose   you’d   allow   me   to   give   you   my   credit  
card   for   future   purchases.”  
 

“If   I   need   help   with   anything,   I’ll   ask   for   it,”   I   replied.   I   brought   my   fingers   so   that   they  
were   under   his   chin,   scratching   it   gently.   I   was   still   looking   at   the   paper,   reading   about   the  
weather.   It   would   reach   sixty   in   the   next   week   and   stay   that   way   for   a   while,   though   a   couple   of  
days   would   be   rainy.   They   would   be   perfect   for   writing.   I   was   hoping   for   cold,   maybe   even   a   bit  
of   snow.   But   I   wasn’t   that   lucky.  
 

“I   don’t   know   how   else   to   take   care   of   you,”   he   whispered,   almost   pained   by   the   words.  
“You’ve   been   doing   nothing   but   caring   for   me.   I   don’t   do   enough.”  
 

I   turned   to   look   at   him.   “That’s   not   what   you   need   to   be   thinking   about   right   now.   I   don’t  
require   taking   care   of,   anyway.   Not   now,   not   ever.   Today,   I   will   tell   you   what   I   want   and   need.   All  
you   should   concern   yourself   with   is   this   moment   and   what   I   require   you   to   do.”  
 

He   pushed   his   lips   against   my   cheek,   and   I   could   feel   his   fluttering   eyelashes   against   my  
skin.   “Yes,   Goddess.”  
 

“Go   clean   up   the   mess   you   made.   I   need   to   get   prepared.”  
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As   he   washed   dishes,   I   pulled   out   some   stuff   from   one   of   my   suitcases.   My   riding   crop,  

the   flogger,   a   new   paddle,   a   belt   of   my   own,   along   with   a   few   other   things.   I   laid   them   out   on   the  
bedside   table.   When   Jasper   finished,   he   stood   by   the   couch   and   waited   for   me.  
 

“Do   you   make   it   a   habit   to   lie   to   your   colleagues?”   I   asked   with   my   back   turned   to   him  
when   I   was   as   equipped   as   I   could   be.  
 

“No,   ma’am,”   he   breathed.  
 

“Strip,”   I   ordered,   picking   up   my   belt.   When   I   turned   around,   he   was   hurriedly   throwing  
off   his   shirt   before   yanking   off   his   pants.   “Put   them   away   neatly.   You   shouldn’t   be   rushing   to   your  
punishment.”  
 

Calming   down,   he   folded   them   before   placing   them   on   top   of   his   suitcase   in   the   small  
closet.   Jasper   was   half   hard,   still   pleased   to   be   standing   in   the   buff.   
 

“On   your   knees.”   He   dropped   to   the   floor   in   front   of   me.   His   head   came   to   my   breasts.  
Gently,   I   pushed   him,   so   he   was   sitting   on   his   ankles.   I   made   him   stare   into   my   eyes.   “I’m   going  
to   punish   you.   For   lying   and   for   holding   back   during   the   week   and   not   telling   me   about   your  
feelings.   I’m   going   to   spank   you.   And   do   you   know   how   many   I’ll   give   you?”  
 

Jasper   tried   not   to   smile,   his   mouth   curling   to   one   side   just   for   a   moment   before   he  
caught   himself.   “No,   Goddess.”  
 

“Until   you   tell   me   it   hurts,”   I   answered   earnestly,   running   my   thumb   over   the   corner   of   his  
lip.   “I   won’t   stop   until   you   do.   And   I   doubt   it’ll   take   all   day.   You   will   count,   too.   I   want   you   to   know  
exactly   how   many   it   takes.”   His   cheeks   darkened,   nodding   his   head   in   understanding.   “On   your  
hands   and   knees,   elbows   locked.”   
  

I   struck   him   once   with   my   hand.   It   was   gentle,   just   a   warm-up.   “One.”   With   each   hit,   I   got  
harder,   moving   up   his   ass   and   thighs.   I   could   tell   that   he   was   enjoying   it   because   he   became  
fully   erect   and   tried   not   to   sigh   the   numbers.   We   got   to   twenty   this   way.   Hitting   him   as   hard   as   I  
could   with   my   palm,   he   finally   gave   in   and   groaned   as   he   threw   his   head   back.   “Twenty-one.”  
 

“You   moan   like   a   whore,”   I   teased.   His   head   fell   forward,   and   I   knew   it   was   to   hide   his  
smile.   I   took   my   belt   into   my   dominant   fist.   My   first   strike   wasn’t   light.   Jasper   gasped   in   shock.  
“I’m   sorry.   What   was   that?”  
 

“Twenty-two,   Goddess.”  
 

By   sixty,   I   could   see   it   on   his   face.   I   saw   the   strain   on   his   perfect   features.   But   I   would  
not   slow   down.   This   is   what   he   wanted.   He   could   tell   me   it   hurt   at   any   time.  
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Panting,   his   eyes   were   closed   tightly   as   I   walked   to   get   the   paddle.   It   had   been   meant   for  

me.   It   was   long,   black,   rectangular,   and   made   from   leather.   I   held   it   under   his   chin   to   force   him  
to   gaze   at   me.   “How   many   more   do   you   think   you   can   take?   Are   you   willing   to   make   yourself  
uncomfortable   for   days   just   because   you’re   too   much   of   a   man   to   say   you’ve   had   too   much?”  
Walking   behind   him,   I   examined   his   red,   angry   skin.   He   rocked   on   his   knees,   his   elbows  
buckling   with   sixty-one.   “Stop   worrying   about   your   pride   and   let   go.”  
 

“Sixty-two.   Sixty-three,”   he   panted.   “Sixty-four.   Sixty-five.”   Jasper   whimpered,   tears  
coming   from   his   eyes.  
 

“Why   do   you   want   to   hurt   yourself?”  
 

“I   need   to.”   I   hit   him   again.   “Sixty-six.”  
 

“Why?”  
 

“Because   I   should   have   done   my   job   better.   People   died   because   of   my   incompetence,”  
he   cried.  

 
“No.   People   died   because   of   that   heap   of   trash   shielded   by   cash.   If   they   allowed   you   to  

do   your   job   properly   in   the   first   place,   you   would   have   gotten   him   months   before.   You   cannot  
and   will   not   blame   yourself   for   any   of   his   actions.”  
 

He   shook   his   head,   so   I   hit   him   three   more   times   in   a   row.   “Sixty-seven,   sixty-eight,  
sixty-nine.   The   SWAT   member   who   died-”  
 

“Jasper,   would   you   want   him   to   feel   guilty   if   the   same   thing   happened   to   you?   He   was  
doing   his   job,   just   like   you   were.   And   the   only   person   to   blame   will   be   punished   because   of   you.”  
I   struck   him   again.   “You   will   give   closure   to   so   many.”  
 

“No,”   he   whimpered.   “It   hurts.”  
 

I   dropped   the   paddle   to   the   side.   When   I   walked   around,   I   tugged   his   hair   so   that   he   sat  
back   again.   He   was   weeping   openly,   his   eyes   sealed   shut.   I   wrapped   my   arms   around   his   head  
and   pulled   him   to   my   chest.   His   arms   tangled   around   my   waist   as   he   cried   into   my   breasts.   
 

When   he   slowed,   I   put   my   finger   under   his   chin   so   he   would   look   into   my   eyes.   “Are   you  
going   to   lie   to   your   boss   again?”  
 

“No,   Goddess,”   he   promised,   his   watery   smile   small   and   curved   slightly   to   one   side.  
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“I   could   hurt   you   if   I   wanted   to,   but   I   chose   not   to.   Don’t   doubt   that   I   have   the   ability.  
When   you   smirk   and   roll   your   eyes,   it’s   insulting.”  
 

“I’m   sorry.   I   don’t   mean   it   like   that.   I   know   you   could   cause   me   pain,   but   you   could   never  
hurt   me.   There   is   no   damage   you   could   inflict   that   could   be   worse   than   what   I   do   to   myself.”   His  
fingers   curled   around   my   back   and   into   my   shirt.   “I   don’t   mean   to   insult   you.   It’s   the   last   thing   I’d  
want.”  
 

“Good.   Now…   Is   this   helping?”   I   whispered   into   his   locks.  
 

“Yes,”   he   swore   right   away.   “Very   much   so,   Goddess.”  
 
  

 
 

Chapter   Eleven:   On   a   Thumb   drive  
 

 
The   next   morning,   I   woke   up   with   Jasper   to   make   him   breakfast   before   he   went   to   work.  

He   looked   better   than   he   did   the   day   before.   We   had   gone   to   bed   early   after   I   wore   him   out.   He  
fell   asleep   within   moments   of   his   head   touching   the   pillow.   
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After   his   spanking,   I   had   him   take   a   hot   shower   then   rubbed   him   down   from   head   to   toe  
in   a   massage   that   made   him   melt   into   the   mattress.   Then   he   showed   me   how   much   he  
worshiped   me.   For   hours.  
 

I   sat   on   his   lap   again   when   we   ate,   but   this   time   he   fed   me   as   we   read   the   paper  
together.   His   glasses   were   perched   on   the   end   of   his   nose.   After   straightening   his   tie,   I   kissed  
him   goodbye   at   the   door.   I   was   still   in   my   underwear   and   camisole,   looking   like   an   insane   sleepy  
mess   next   to   his   perfectly   pressed   suit.   
 

Jasper   smiled   when   he   pecked   my   lips.   “I   love   you,   darlin.   I’ll   see   you   tonight.”  
 

“I   love   you,   too.   Call   me   today   if   you   need   me.   Even   if   you   just   want   to   talk   for   a   few  
minutes.   I’ll   be   here   for   you.   I   promise.   No   matter   what,”   I   told   him   as   I   held   onto   the   lapels   of   his  
blazer.  
 

“I   know.   Thank   you,”   he   promised,   kissing   me   once   more.  
 

Once   he   left,   I   cleaned   up   and   worked   on   editing   for   a   little   while.   I   figured   it   was   too  
early   to   call   the   agent.   By   ten,   I   decided   it   was   late   enough   he   would   be   in   his   office.   I   knew   if   I  
put   it   off   anymore,   I   would   wait   another   day.   I   was   too   nervous.  
 

Sitting   on   the   bed   cross-legged   with   the   computer   in   front   of   me,   I   stared   at   his   card   as  
the   phone   rang   twice.   He   answered   before   the   third.   “Hello?”  
 

“Hi,   Mr.   Yorkie.   This   is   Bella   Swan.”  
 

“Yes!”   He   said   excitedly.   “Yes,   Ms.   Swan.   Thank   you   for   calling   me.   What   can   I   do   for  
you   today?”   I   could   hear   a   lot   of   noise   in   the   background,   but   I   wasn’t   sure   what   it   was.  
 

I   swallowed   back   my   nerves.   “I’d   like   to   sign.”  
 

“YES!”   He   shouted   into   the   phone,   surprising   me.   “YES!   That   is   FUCKING   AWESOME!  
YEAH!”  
 

Laughing,   I   covered   my   mouth.   “Oh,   wow.”  
 

“Sorry.   Oops.   Excuse   me.   I’m   sorry,”   he   mumbled,   but   it   wasn’t   to   me.   He   cleared   his  
throat   hastily.   “That   is   such   amazing   news!   I   am   so   glad   to   hear   that!   When   would   you   like   to   do  
that?   I   want   to   get   the   ball   rolling   as   soon   as   possible.”  
 

“Well,   I’m   in   Albany   right   now-”   I   began.  
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“Oh,   that’s   not   too   far   at   all!   Nice.   Are   you   free   today?”   He   inquired   in   a   rush.   “I   can   come  
to   you.   Dinner?”  
 

“Um,”   I   drew   out   softly.   Once   again,   I   swallowed.   There   wasn’t   any   reason   not   to.   “Yeah,  
I   haven’t   any   plans.   Would   it   be   alright   if   my   boyfriend   joined   us?”   I   asked   right   away.   Even  
though   I   wasn’t   sure   when   we   were   meeting   or   when   he   would   get   off.   But   I   wanted   Jasper  
there   if   possible.   I   needed   him.  
 

“Absolutely,”   he   promised.   Eric   was   so   pleased,   his   voice   bubbly   and   energetic   like   a  
teenager.   “This   is   great.   You’ve   made   my   day,   Ms.   Swan.   Let   me   make   some   arrangements,  
and   I’ll   have   my   secretary   call   you   back   with   some   info.   Is   that   good?”  
 

“That   works.”  
 

Mr.   Yorkie   chuckled   pleasantly.   “Awesome!   Okay.   I’ll   see   you   tonight!”  
 

After   we   finished,   I   stared   at   the   red   end   key   as   it   flashed   on   the   screen.   My   heart   was  
beating   a   million   miles   an   hour.   That   wasn’t   what   I   had   anticipated   from   the   interaction.   I  
expected   it   to   be   pleasant,   sure.   But   he   was   sincerely   thrilled.   I   didn’t   know   how   to   take   it.   It   was  
weird.  
 

I   texted   Jasper   and   asked   him   to   call   me   when   he   went   on   his   lunch   break   and   had   a  
few   minutes   to   talk.   I   promised   it   wasn’t   an   emergency   and   only   to   do   it   when   he   was   free.   It  
was   only   two   hours   later   when   he   did.   The   publisher’s   secretary   had   made   reservations   for  
seven   at   a   fancy   place   called   667   Prime.   I   had   already   nervously   pulled   out   all   of   my   clothes  
and   thought   about   how   I   wanted   to   do   my   hair   and   makeup.  
 

“Hey,   what’s   up?”   He   whispered.  
 

“I’m   sorry   to   bother   you-”  
 

“No,”   he   promptly   stopped   me.   “If   I   can’t   do   that,   neither   can   you.”  
 

Smiling   to   myself,   I   picked   at   the   blanket.   He   was   right.   “Okay.   Um,   so   I   talked   to   the  
agent,   and   he’d   like   to   have   dinner   with   us   tonight.   Well,   with   me.   I   want   you   to   come   if   you  
can.”  
 

“What   time   is   it?”   He   questioned.   “I   can’t   promise   anything.”   Jasper   already   sounded  
bothered   that   he   might   not.   I   understood,   though.  
 

“I   know.   If   you   can’t,   it’s   alright.   It’s   at   seven.”  
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“Oh,”   he   hummed,   thinking   about   it   for   a   minute.   “I   could   meet   you   there,   probably.  
Would   that   be   okay?”  
 

“That’s   perfect!”   I   promised,   grinning   as   I   felt   relief   wash   over   me.   “Thank   you.   I   just…   I  
want   you   there   with   me.”  
 

“You   don’t   have   to   thank   me.   There   is   no   other   place   I’d   want   to   be.”  
 

Pausing,   I   pulled   in   a   deep   breath   through   my   lips.   It   sounded   shaky   to   me.   “I’m   about   to  
be   published.   By   a   real-   They’re   going   to   give   me   money   for   my   story.”  

 
My   boyfriend   chuckled.   “Yes,   they   are,   darlin.   I   am   so   proud   of   you.”  

 
“Thank   you   for   believing   in   me.”  

 
“Thank   you   for   being   my   favorite   author,”   he   answered   teasingly.   “Don’t   worry.   This   is   a  

good   thing.”  
 

I   realized   I   didn’t   know   how   to   appear   professional.   I   looked   at   every   outfit   I   brought   with  
me   while   frowning.   Finally,   I   settled   on   a   boring   pencil   skirt   and   a   white   button-down   shirt.   I  
spent   way   too   much   time   messing   with   my   hair   and   doing   my   makeup.   I   was   more   apprehensive  
about   it   than   the   first   meeting   with   him.  
 

Mr.   Yorkie   was   waiting   for   me   out   front   when   I   arrived.   Beaming,   he   took   my   hand.  
“Hello,   Ms.   Swan!   I’m   so   delighted.   I   think   this   is   the   start   of   a   spectacular   business  
relationship.”  
 

“I   hope   so,”   I   uttered   softly.  
 

“Is   your   boyfriend   joining   us?”   He   questioned,   looking   behind   me.  
 

“He’s   meeting   us   here.   We   can   start   without   him,”   I   replied,   taking   a   deep   breath.   It   was  
hard   to   keep   my   voice   from   quivering.  
 

“Ah,   perfect!   We   can   get   the   work   out   of   the   way   quickly   then   get   to   the   celebration   when  
he   arrives,”   he   remarked   charmingly,   pointing   to   the   door.  
 

When   we   got   inside,   he   removed   my   coat   for   me.   It   was   the   one   Jasper   had   gotten   me  
when   I   came   for   New   Year’s.   Albany’s   weather   seemed   to   be   bipolar   in   the   late   winter   and   early  
spring,   and   it   was   coming   in   handy.   It   had   been   in   the   sixties   during   the   day,   but   it   had   already  
dropped   into   the   thirties   after   sunset.  
 



/

“You   look   lovely   this   evening,”   he   complimented,   giving   mine   and   his   to   the   coat   check.  
He   chuckled.   “I   have   to   tell   you   how   much   easier   it   is   to   market   a   writer   when   they’re   attractive.  
Sometimes   these   authors   are   trolls   who   rarely   leave   their   cave.”   He   shook   his   head   and   raised  
his   eyebrows.   “But   you?   Well-spoken.   Charming.   More   than   easy   on   the   eyes.   They   will   eat   you  
up   in   interviews.”  
 

I   coughed   in   surprise,   looking   at   him   with   my   mouth   hanging   open.   My   face   was   bright  
red.   “Oh,   really?”  
 

He   realized   what   he   said   and   grimaced.   “I’m   sorry,   that   came   out-   I   mean,   you   are  
gorgeous   and-”   Eric   stopped,   shaking   his   head   again.   “I   am   making   this   worse.   I’m   not   coming  
onto   you,”   he   laughed   awkwardly.   “I’m   just   so   giddy.   This   feels   like   a   big   step   towards   something  
incredible.”  
 

“You   shouldn’t   pump   me   up   so   much.   What   if   it   flops,   and   we’re   both   disappointed?”   I  
asked   as   we   waited   for   our   table.   The   hostess   motioned   for   us   to   follow   her.   He   pulled   my   chair  
out   for   me   before   he   sat.  
 

Eric   laughed,   shaking   his   head.   “A   flop?   Are   you   kidding   me?   This   is   a   marketing   dream.  
The   timing   is   perfect.   We   can   get   your   book   out   just   as   they’re   starting   the   trial,   which   is   free  
advertising.   Everyone   will   read   the   murder   mystery   from   the   author   who   solved   a   real-life   one.  
We’ll   make   money   on   pre-orders   alone.   Don’t   you   worry,   honey.”  
 

The   server   was   standing   by   the   table,   waiting   for   us.   
 

He   ordered   a   bottle   of   champagne   right   away.   “We’ll   need   that   in   a   minute,”   he   remarked  
as   he   pulled   a   thick   stack   of   papers   from   his   leather   briefcase   and   sat   them   down   in   front   of   me.  
“This   is   just   what   I   gave   you   the   other   day.   This   is   the   rights   to   your   novel,   The   Rabbit   in   the  
Snow,   for   an   advance   of   twenty-five   thousand.   This   page   explains   your   royalties.   Did   you   have  
questions   for   me?”  
 

I   shook   my   head.   He   grinned   as   he   handed   me   a   pen,   pointing   at   a   line   at   the   bottom.   I  
quickly   gave   him   my   signature.   As   I   looked   up   from   doing   so,   I   noticed   Jasper   walked   into   the  
room.   Our   eyes   locked,   and   we   both   smiled.   I   slid   the   paper   over   to   the   publisher.   Standing   from  
my   chair,   I   went   to   greet   my   boyfriend   with   a   kiss.   He   promptly   came   to   me   and   pulled   me   to   his  
chest.   His   big   hand   rested   on   the   small   of   my   back   as   our   lips   pressed   chastely   together.   
 

Surprised,   my   agent   quickly   stood,   too.   “Oh,   well!   Hello!   That   was   quicker   than   expected.  
I   still   had   more   business   I   wanted   to   discuss,”   he   stated.   “I’m   Eric   Yorkie,”   he   introduced   himself  
politely.  
 

My   man   offered   his   hand.   “I   won’t   keep   you   from   it.”   They   shook   briefly.   “Dr.   Jasper  
Hale.”  
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“Yes,   Dr.   Hale!   I’ve   been   reading   about   your   career   recently.   Your   record   is   incredible,”  

he   praised,   making   him   a   little   uncomfortable.  
 

We   all   sat,   and   I   took   his   hand   underneath   the   table.   “It’s   only   because   I’ve   been   lucky  
enough   to   work   with   a   great   team,”   he   deflected   the   compliment.   “I’m   simply   a   player   in   a   much  
bigger   game.”  
 

“A   very   skilled   one!   I’d   love   a   book   from   your   point   of   view   of   the   story,   but   I   realize   the  
Feds   won’t   let   you   talk   about   any   of   that.”  
 

Jasper   cleared   his   throat.   “Correct.   We   can’t   discuss   ongoing   investigations.”  
 

“Maybe   after   the   trial.”   Grinning,   he   leaned   forward   a   little.   “Imagine   your   narrative  
written   by   Bella.   But   I’m   getting   way   ahead   of   myself   here.”   The   champagne   came   to   the   table,  
and   the   waiter   hurried   to   pour   our   glasses.   “Anyway,   what   I   wished   to   discuss   with   you   is   your  
next   book.   I’ve   admittedly   only   read   one,   but   I   wanted   to   see   if   you   knew   which   you’d   like   to  
publish   next.   If   this   goes   well,   I’d   like   to   sign   you   for   at   least   three   more,   and   I   want   to   know  
what   to   read   first.”  
 

I   glanced   at   Jasper,   my   eyes   wide.   I   was   lost,   and   he   could   see   it.   He   squeezed   my   hand  
under   the   table,   his   thumb   running   over   my   knuckles.   “I   think   you’ll   have   to   narrow   it   down   a   tad,  
Mr.   Yorkie.   Bella   has   dozens   of   wonderful   novels   and   stories,   and   I   don’t   think   she   knows   where  
to   start.”  
 

Laughing,   I   looked   away.   “He’s   right.”  
 

“Have   you   read   all   of   her   work?”   Eric   questioned,   narrowing   his   eyes   on   him   some.  
 

“He’s   read   every   single   thing   I’ve   ever   done.   Things   that   no   one   else   has.”  
 

“And   I’ve   read   it   at   least   three   times   each.”   Jasper   adjusted   in   his   seat,   fidgeting   with   his  
tie   shyly.   “I   was   an   obsessed   fan   before   she   allowed   me   the   honor   of   being   her   partner.”  
 

“What   do   you   think   her   next   book   should   be?”  
 

He   didn’t   hesitate.   “Well,   it   doesn’t   have   a   name   yet.   But   I’d   say   my   Christmas   present  
needs   to   be.   It’s   even   better   than   Rabbit,   and   it’s   my   new   favorite.   So,   that’s   saying   something.  
It’s   a   thriller,   too.   We’ve   just   been   calling   it   ‘the   cop’s   story.’   But   other   than   that,   I’d   say   really  
look   into   her   young   adult   novels.   They’re   exceptionally   charming.   I’m   sure   that’s   where   the   real  
money   is   at.”  
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I   didn’t   know   all   the   ways   I   would   thank   Jasper   when   we   got   back   to   the   apartment,   but   I  
knew   they   would   be   numerous   and   fun.   I   was   so   in   love   with   him.   This   was   precisely   why   I  
wanted   him   by   my   side   for   this.  
 

“Oh!”   Eric   said   in   surprise.   “I   didn’t   know   about   the   young   adult   novels.   Is   there   any   way   I  
can   get   a   list   of   them   and   maybe   access   to   this   new   thriller?”  
 

Taking   a   thumb   drive   out   of   my   purse,   I   handed   it   to   my   new   publisher   and   agent.   “This  
is   every   novel   and   story   I’ve   ever   written.   It’s   in   chronological   order   of   when   I   wrote   them.   The  
unnamed   one   is   at   the   top.”   Excluding   pornographic   ones.   But   I   wouldn’t   bring   those   up.   If   he  
found   them   and   wanted   to   talk   about   them,   we   would.   There   was   no   way   I   was   plunging   into  
that   conversation   first.  
 

He   looked   as   if   I   was   handing   him   something   magical.   “Thanks!   Perfect!”  
 

Jasper   peered   at   me   with   a   smirk.   “I   want   one   of   those.”  
 

“You   don’t   already   have   it   saved?”   I   inquired   jokingly.  
 

“Yes,   but   probably   not   all   neat   and   orderly   like   you   do,   though!   You   make   me   feel  
disorganized   in   comparison.”   He   playfully   winked   at   me.  
 

Chuckling   at   our   exchange,   Eric   lifted   his   glass   of   champagne   finally   and   smiled.   “So,  
shall   we   toast?”   I   picked   up   my   flute.   “May   there   be   many   future   best-sellers   on   that   flash   drive.”  
 

“There   are.”   My   boyfriend   brought   his   drink   up   and   clinked   it   to   mine   first.   His   eyes   didn’t  
leave   mine.   “Cheers.”  
 

After   dinner,   Eric   drove   away   first.   He   had   used   the   valet.   Jasper   and   I   walked   to   his  
rental   car   in   the   parking   lot   silently.   I   leaned   against   it,   covering   my   face   as   I   laughed.   He   did  
too,   putting   his   hands   on   my   shoulder.   “This   is   happening,”   I   blurted   out.   “Holy   shit!”  
 

He   put   his   forehead   on   mine.   “Yes,   it   is.”  
 

“How   are   you?”   I   asked   as   I   looked   up   at   him.   The   whole   evening   had   been   focused  
around   me,   and   I   hadn’t   been   able   to   ask.  
 

His   palms   slipped   down   my   arms,   and   he   held   my   fingers.   “I’m   fine.   Today   was   easier.  
My   ass   hurts   a   little,   but   other   than   that.”  
 

Giggling,   I   kissed   his   lips.   He   smiled   in   return,   and   it   was   brilliant.   Jasper   opened   the  
door   for   me,   and   I   slid   inside.   My   head   felt   light,   and   honestly,   I   was   dizzy.   I   had   to   catch   my  
breath.   He   didn’t   get   in   right   away   but   got   something   from   the   trunk   first.  
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When   he   sat   beside   me,   he   had   several   things   in   his   hands.   First,   he   passed   me   a   large  

bouquet   of   red   roses   dotted   with   white   baby’s   breath.   Next,   he   pulled   out   a   nice   bottle   of  
champagne   from   a   stiff   brown   paper   bag.   It   was   cold   from   just   being   in   the   car.   Finally,   he   took  
out   a   pink   box.   My   boyfriend   handed   it   to   me   with   a   tiny   grin.   
 

“What’s   this?”  
 

“Open   it,”   he   chuckled.   I   did   so,   biting   my   lip.   It   was   a   small   chocolate   cake   meant   for  
maybe   two   or   three.   It   was   elegantly   decorated   with   dark   chocolate   curls   and   piles   of   whipped  
buttercream.   “I   figured   you   might   need   some   of   your   favorite   form   of   aftercare.   It’s   been   a   wild  
couple   of   days.”  
 
  

 
 

 

Chapter   Twelve:   In   his   Defense  
 

 
Once   again,   I   woke   up   with   Jasper,   and   we   read   the   newspaper   while   I   sat   on   his   lap.   It  

was   becoming   my   favorite   way   to   enjoy   breakfast.   The   big   story   on   the   front   page   this   time   was  
the   possibility   of   snow   in   the   next   week   despite   spring   being   so   close.   He   wrapped   his   arms  
around   my   waist,   kissing   my   neck   several   times   after   we   finished.   Neither   of   us   wanted   to   move.  
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“Are   we   going   to   do   this   every   morning?”   He   inquired   with   his   nose   behind   my   ear.   It  
tickled,   making   me   smile.   
 

“Mm…”   I   laughed,   shaking   my   head.   “Probably   not.   It’s   stupid   early.   But   for   a   while.   I   like  
this.”  
 

“Me   too,”   he   agreed,   kissing   the   back   of   the   lobe   gently.   “What   are   you   going   to   do  
today?”  
 

“A   little   shopping,   laundry,   editing.   Exciting   things,”   I   joked   as   I   turned   in   his   lap   to   look   at  
him   in   the   face.   “I’ll   make   us   something   nice   for   dinner.”  
 

“I   don’t   know   how   late   I’ll   be,”   he   warned.   The   words   already   sounded   exhausted.  
 

I   shrugged.   “Just   warn   me   when   you’re   on   your   way   home.   It’s   not   a   big   deal.   I   don’t  
have   an   early   bedtime.”  
 

“Okay,”   he   smiled   and   nodded   his   head.   Gently,   he   trailed   his   fingers   up   my   bare   knee   to  
the   center   of   my   thigh.   “Sounds   good.   I’d   like   that.”  
 

After   he   left   for   the   day,   I   took   a   shower   and   cleaned   up   my   mess   from   breakfast.   Once  
again,   I   walked   to   the   small   shopping   center   just   a   block   away.   It   was   still   in   the   sixties,   but   the  
wind   was   stronger   and   colder.   The   rain   would   come   that   evening,   and   gray   clouds   were   rolling  
in.   It   was   a   much   shorter   trip   than   the   last.  
 

For   the   first   time   in   almost   a   week,   I   was   able   to   get   some   real   work   done   on   the   cop  
story.   It   was   nice   to   have   a   break,   but   I   was   ready   to   get   back   to   it.   I   was   itching   to   move   on   from  
it   to   focus   on   a   new   one.   I   had   a   few   ideas   floating   around.   A   cheesy   romance   or   maybe   a   mafia  
tale.   I   had   done   from   the   cop’s   point   of   view.   Maybe   I   could   switch   it   up   and   try   to   write   a   bad  
guy.  
 

Between   making   fried   apples,   washing   laundry,   starting   a   pork   roast,   and   baking  
brownies,   I   was   able   to   edit   three   chapters.   Between   each,   I   would   stand   up   and   do   an   activity  
or   two,   so   I   wouldn’t   get   too   sore   from   sitting   all   day.   I   got   more   done   than   I   expected   to,   and   the  
time   just   flew   by.  
 

It   was   almost   eight   when   Jasper   texted   he   was   done   for   the   evening   and   was   heading   to  
the   apartment.   I   was   ready   to   start   the   potatoes   as   soon   as   he   did,   already   preparing   them.  
Twenty   minutes   later,   I   heard   him   speaking   before   his   keys   rattled   in   the   door   to   unlock   it.   Then   I  
heard   Sam’s   voice   in   reply.   The   walls   were   so   thin.   They   seemed   earnest,   talking   seriously  
about   something.  
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It   swung   open,   and   my   boyfriend   was   holding   the   knob   as   he   stood   sideways.   He   was  
still   speaking,   his   face   animated.   “Yeah,   I   totally   agree   with   you.   I   think   the   way   they   handled   it  
was   ridiculous.”  
 

“Yes,   it   was,”   Sam   agreed,   coming   halfway   into   the   doorway.   He   lifted   his   head   up   and  
took   a   long   sniff   of   the   air.   “That   smells   phenomenal.   How   are   you   doing,   sweetie?”   He   asked  
with   a   smile.   We   had   seen   each   other   several   times   and   gotten   to   speak   quite   a   bit   since   we  
first   met   at   the   bar.   He   was   a   nice   enough   guy,   but   he   was   definitely   a   man’s   man   who   was  
rough   around   the   edges.   He   reminded   me   of   my   father.  
 

“I’m   fantastic,   thank   you.   There   is   more   than   enough   if   you’d   like   to   join   us.   I   just   have   to  
finish   up   the   potatoes,”   I   replied   like   a   good   southern   hostess.   I   was   standing   in   front   of   the  
stove   in   a   dollar   apron   I   got   from   the   thrift   store.   Also,   I   picked   up   a   box   to   keep   all   the   things   I  
was   getting   and   wanted   to   ship   back   to   Dallas   when   we   left.  
 

Jasper   looked   up   at   me   in   surprise,   but   he   grinned   a   little.   His   partner   appeared   just   as  
shocked   but   very   much   pleased   with   the   idea.   I   think   they   almost   forgot   I   would   be   here   waiting  
for   him.   “I   mean,   I’d   love   to.   If   it’s   alright   with   you.   I   don’t   want   to   impose,”   he   said   to   my  
boyfriend.   “I   don’t   know   if   you   had   any   plans   tonight.”   He   wanted   a   home-cooked   meal,   but   he  
also   didn’t   want   to   piss   off   his   friend   by   breaking   up   our   romantic   night.  
 

Shaking   his   head,   he   stepped   inside   to   allow   him   in.   “No.   Please   join   us.”  
 

“Great!   Thanks!   He   has   been   bragging   about   your   food   for   months,”   Sam   remarked  
excitedly   as   he   took   off   his   coat   after   fully   stepping   inside.  
 

Walking   over   to   me,   Jasper   quickly   gave   me   a   peck   on   the   forehead.   “That’s   because   it’s  
delicious.”   He   turned   so   that   his   back   was   to   his   friend.   Then   he   mouthed,   ‘is   it   really   okay?’   I  
nodded   immediately   and   smiled,   lifting   on   my   toes   again   to   give   him   another   deeper   kiss   on   the  
lips.   He   held   me   close   to   him,   his   hands   on   my   hips   for   a   moment   before   he   pulled   away.   “I’ll   get  
changed   and   washed   up   real   quick.”  
 

After   gathering   his   clothes,   he   went   into   the   bathroom   and   left   me   alone   with   Sam.   We  
both   watched   him   go   quietly.  
 

“Beer?”   I   offered.   
 

“Yes,   ma’am,”   he   answered   in   a   thick   southern   drawl   before   plopping   down   on   the  
couch.   I   went   to   the   fridge   and   passed   him   the   remote   when   I   came   back   with   it.   “Damn.   I   see  
why   he   wants   to   have   a   regular   schedule   like   a   human   now,”   he   joked,   looking   me   up   and   down  
playfully   as   he   did.  
 

“What?   Your   wife   doesn’t   bring   you   a   beer   and   the   clicker   every   once   in   a   while?”  
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He   just   laughed   at   my   question.   I   rolled   my   eyes   as   I   went   into   the   kitchen.  

 
I   started   setting   stuff   up   on   the   small   round   table   while   the   potatoes   finished.   He   put   on  

the   news,   the   weather   already   playing.   They   were   talking   about   snow,   too.   There   was  
something   about   a   vortex,   and   they   were   considering   giving   the   storm   a   name.   It   seemed   silly  
for   being   more   than   a   week   off.   They   gave   a   predicted   model   of   twenty   different   paths,   some  
taking   it   almost   in   the   opposite   direction.  
 

Honestly,   I   hoped   it   did.   I   wanted   to   play   in   it.   I   hadn’t   been   in   anything   like   a   blizzard  
before,   and   I   wanted   to   see   what   it   was   like.   It   snowed   in   Washington,   but   the   winters   were   mild  
for   the   couple   of   years   I   lived   there.   Most   of   the   places   I   settled   in   were   super   hot.  
 

When   Jasper   finally   emerged   again,   he   was   wearing   blue   jeans   and   a   plain   faded   gray  
t-shirt.   He   came   into   the   kitchen,   going   first   to   the   fridge   to   get   a   beer   for   himself.   “What   do   I  
need   to   do   to   help?”   He   asked   as   he   opened   it.   His   Adam’s   apple   bobbed   as   he   swallowed   a  
large   gulp.  
 

“Mmm…”   I   hummed   as   I   mashed   the   potatoes.   I   added   two   big   handfuls   of   cheese   with  
some   butter   and   milk.   “Come   here,”   I   whispered.   He   did,   narrowing   his   eyes.   He   was   curious  
about   what   I   was   going   to   ask   for.   “Give   me   another   kiss.”  
 

Laughing,   he   came   to   stand   behind   me   while   I   worked.   Lightly,   Jasper   kissed   my   neck.  
“This   looks   really   nice.”  
 

“I   wanted   to   give   you   something   to   look   forward   to   coming   home   to.”  
 

He   turned   my   face   to   the   side,   so   I   could   peer   into   his   eyes.   “You’re   enough,”   he  
whispered.  
 

“I   know,”   I   smiled,   pecking   his   lips.   “Put   some   plates   on   the   table.   This   is   almost   done.”  
 

Sam   sat   down   and   sighed   heavily   as   he   leaned   his   chin   back   in   the   air.   “This   is   so   nice.  
Real   food.”  
 

“So   that   burger   wasn’t   real   food?   How   about   that   basket   of   cheese   fries?”   Jasper   joked  
as   he   sat,   too.  
 

“As   much   as   I   love   the   Gavel,   it’s   not.   That’s   what   you   eat   when   no   one   is   watching.”  
 

“That   sauce   was   so   good,”   I   mumbled,   remembering   that   night   as   I   passed   out   slices   of  
pork   tenderloin.   “Cheesy   potatoes?”  
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“Yes,   ma’am,”   he   answered   with   a   big   smile.   “Just   give   me   a   big   pile   of   everything.”  
 

He   dug   in   right   away.   Jasper   watched   me   make   our   plates   with   a   grin.   “Do   you   want   to  
go   back   sometime?”  
 

“Oh,   my   goodness!   Are   you   asking   me   on   a   date,   Dr.   Hale?”   I   teased,   putting   a   roll   on  
his   plate.   I   gave   two   to   Sam.  
 

Chuckling,   he   took   a   sip   of   his   beer.   “Yes,   darlin,   I   believe   I   am.”  
 

“Just   like   New   Year’s   Eve?”   I   questioned.   He   understood   my   meaning   right   away.  
 

“Maybe   not   exactly,”   he   clarified,   picking   up   his   fork.   Playfully,   he   winked   at   me.   His  
partner   didn’t   see   it.   “There   were   a   few   elements   of   that   evening   I   wouldn’t   mind   doing   without.  
Like   Jerry.”  
 

Sam   laughed   meanly   through   a   mouthful   of   food.   “He’s   still   scared   of   you.”  
 

“He   should   be,”   I   responded   confidently.   “That   pervert   only   looked   at   my   boobs.”  
 

“In   his   defense,”   his   friend   started,   “that   night,   they   were   looking   back.”   Jasper   kicked  
him   under   the   table.   “I’m   sorry!   But   that   dress-”   He   got   booted   again.   “Hey!   You   talked   about   her  
titties   in   that   dress   for   like   twenty   minutes   after   you   got   shot.”   Dramatically,   Sam   scooted   his  
chair   back   so   he   would   miss   him   before   glancing   at   me.   “As   soon   as   the   drugs   kicked   in.”  
 

“You   are   such   an   asshole,”   Jasper   laughed.   “Don’t   tell   her   that.   I   was   out   of   my   mind.”  
 

Leaning   in,   he   whispered.   “And   it   was   funny,   too.”  
 

“I’m   surprised   he   didn’t   talk   about   my   ass,”   I   remarked   dryly.   
 

His   friend   cackled   as   he   brought   his   chair   back   in.   “Oh,   he   did.”  
 

Steadily   shaking   his   head,   he   looked   down   at   his   plate   with   amused   eyes.   He   cut   his  
meat   with   the   side   of   his   fork,   scooping   up   some   fried   apples.   “I   had   just   nearly   been   killed   after  
chasing   a   lunatic   for   hours   and   then   doped   up.”  
 

“And   your   first   thought   was   to   tell   me   was   how   pissed   off   you   were   that   you   stopped  
fucking   for   it.”  
 

“I   was   mad   about   that,   too!”   I   agreed   loudly,   and   my   boyfriend   almost   choked   on   his   bite  
as   he   tried   not   to   laugh.   “Well,   I   was.   I   had   plans!   I   didn’t   know   what   I   was   doing   would   lead   to  
all   that.”  
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After   taking   a   long   swig   of   his   beer,   Sam   took   a   bite   of   his   bread.   “That   shit   is   still   wild.   I  

can’t   believe   you   two   connected   the   dots   like   that.”  
 

Getting   more   serious,   I   asked   a   question   that   had   been   on   my   mind   for   months.   “Has  
he…   has   he   said   anything   about   Bree   Tanner?”  
 

He   shook   his   head.   “I’m   wondering   if   he   didn’t   do   it,   and   she   just…   disappeared   herself,  
you   know   what   I’m   saying?   Ran   away   or   maybe   a   quiet   suicide.”  
 

“It   has   to   be   him,”   Jasper   countered   firmly.  
 

“He’s   spoken   about   everyone-”  
 

“He’s   fucking   with   the   mother   and   us.   King   probably   has   fifty   more   victims   he’s   not   telling  
us   about.”  
 

“No   doubt,”   Sam   agreed.   “But   I   don’t   know   about   her.   He’s   different   about   her.”  
 

Shifting   in   my   seat,   I   picked   at   my   plate   for   a   minute.   “Do   you   honestly   think   we’ll   ever  
find   out   what   happened?”  
 

“Statistically?   No.   It’s   been   too   long,”   he   answered.  
 

“But   there   is   always   hope.   We   have   solved   older   cases,”   my   boyfriend   added   and  
reached   for   my   hand.   “I’ve   been   looking   into   it.   I’ll   try   to   find   the   answer   for   you.”  
 

I   laughed   uncomfortably.   “No.   Do   it   for   her   mom.   I’m   just   curious.   I   can’t   imagine   her  
pain.”  
 

Jasper   sighed.   “That’s   what   we’ve   been   trying   to   do.   But   if   Royce   did   something   to   her,  
we’ll   figure   it   out   now.   It’s   only   a   matter   of   time   before   we   reveal   all   of   his   lies   and   show   him   for  
the   soulless   monster   that   he   is.”  
 

Getting   more   of   the   potatoes,   Sam   shook   his   head.   “Some   folks   don’t   care   if   he’s  
soulless.”   He   scoffed.   “Can   you   believe   how   many   groupies   this   douchebag   is   getting?”  
 

“What?”   I   said   in   surprise.   “Groupies?”  
 

“Hybristophilia.   People   who   get   off   on   fucking   criminals,   the   worse,   the   better.   It   doesn’t  
seem   to   matter   how   horrible   they   are,   there   are   always   a   few   of   them.   But   since   that   bastard   is  
so   pretty,”   Jasper   hissed   out   the   last   word.   “It’s   disgusting.   These   women   are   delusional   if   they  
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think   he   would   do   anything   other   than-”   He   stopped   himself   from   ranting.   “They   want   a   Clyde   to  
their   Bonnie   like   it’s   Romeo   and   Juliet.”  
 

“Both   of   those   stories   end   with   a   lot   of   murder.”  
 

“Exactly,”   he   declared,   pointing   his   fork   at   me.   He   cleared   his   throat   and   shifted   in   his  
seat   as   if   he   were   uncomfortable   himself.   “To   change   the   subject,   this   is   great.   Thank   you.   You  
haven’t   made   this   for   me   before,   and   I   really   like   it.   These   apples   are   excellent.”  
 

“Me   too,   sweetie,”   his   friend   quickly   agreed.   “Better   than   the   pizza   I   was   going   to   order.  
Jasper   is   a   lucky   man   to   have   you   up   here,   taking   care   of   him   like   this.”  
 

I   felt   my   cheeks   heat   at   the   compliments,   but   I   said   nothing.   My   boyfriend   took   my   hand  
and   gave   it   a   gentle   squeeze.   “Yes,   I   am.”  
 

After   Sam   left   for   the   evening,   it   was   getting   rather   late,   so   we   went   almost   straight   to  
bed.   Jasper   spooned   my   back,   his   legs   twisted   in   between   mine   and   his   arms   around   my   own  
under   the   many   thick   layers   of   blanket.   There   was   a   definite   chill   in   the   air.   I   could   feel   it   on   the  
tip   of   my   nose   since   it   was   the   only   thing   that   peaked   out   from   under   the   covers.  
 

“How   are   you?”   I   asked   after   we   got   settled.   It   was   clear   neither   one   of   us   was   falling  
asleep   right   away.  
 

“I’m   okay,”   he   replied   quietly.   “I   talked   to   the   therapist   again   today.”  
 

“Oh?   How   did   that   go?”  
 

“Well,   he   said   a   few   interesting   things   that   I’ve   been   thinking   about   all   day.”  
 

“Which   were?”   I   prompted   since   he   seemed   to   require   it.  
 

Jasper   chuckled   for   a   moment.   “For   one,   he   feels   I   need   to   take   more   control   in   activities  
outside   of   the   office.   Since   I’ve   experienced   so   much   chaos   in   my   otherwise   routine  
environment,   I   need   to   seek   it   out   elsewhere,   apparently.”  
 

Rolling   over,   I   wrapped   my   arm   around   his   neck.   “Oh,   my.   I   wonder   how   you   can   do   that.  
Where,   oh   where,   will   you   be   able   to   assert   your   dominance   safely   in   a   non-work   setting?”  
 

Chuckling   again,   his   hand   slid   down   to   my   ass   to   grip   it   tightly   before   kissing   me.   It   was  
so   sweet   how   he   smiled   against   my   mouth.   “Did   my   psychologist   just   tell   me   we’re   not   playing  
enough?”  
 

“Honey,   someone   had   to   say   it.”  
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He   laughed   loudly   before   kissing   me.   We   made   out   there   for   a   long   time   before   he  

rested   his   forehead   against   mine   and   closed   his   eyes.   “Today,   he   told   me   that   the   people   who  
heal   best   from   trauma   usually   find   some   purpose   or   meaning   in   the   events.   Realizing   that  
something   positive   wouldn’t   have   happened   if   the   event   didn’t   occur.   He   said   that   for   me,   it  
should   be   easy.   I   brought   a   bad   guy   to   justice   and   did   my   job   exactly   how   I   was   supposed   to.  
But   that’s   not   it.”  
 

“So   much   good   came   out   of-”  
 

“I   know,   but   for   me,   that’s   not   it.”   He   stopped,   licking   his   bottom   lip.   “If   I   hadn’t   been   shot,  
we   wouldn’t   have   spent   the   last   few   months   getting   closer.   It   showed   me   precisely   what   I  
wanted   in   the   future.   And   it’s   you.   You’re   my   meaning.   That’s   why   I   was   handling   it   okay   when  
we   were   together,   and-”   he   paused,   swallowing   heavily   before   kissing   me   again.   “It’s   why   I   feel  
better   now.   Just   being   around   you   again   makes   it   easier   to   handle.   You’re   my   hope   even   more  
now   than   you   were   before.”  

 
He   made   me   want   to   cry.   Instead,   I   kissed   him   again.   I   wanted   to   show   him   I   would  

make   him   feel   better   in   any   way   I   could.   
 
  
 

 
 
 

 

Chapter   Thirteen:   In   the   Snow  
 



/

And   that’s   how   our   first   week   went   by   in   Albany.   After   the   chaos   of   the   first   couple   of  
days,   it   calmed   down   completely,   and   we   quickly   fell   into   a   routine.   Every   night,   I   had   dinner  
waiting   for   Jasper   when   he   got   home.   Sometimes   Sam   joined   us.   They   got   their   first   day   off   on  
Sunday   a   week   after   I   arrived.   He   was   understandably   exhausted   and   needed   a   break.  
 

We   spent   most   of   the   day   in   bed,   either   napping   or   having   sex.   Though   he   relaxed   and  
drew   for   a   couple   of   hours   while   I   lay   beside   him   on   my   stomach   and   worked   on   my   computer.  
The   picture   was   of   me   from   behind,   one   of   my   feet   in   the   air.   Jasper   added   an   insane   amount   of  
detail   to   my   toes.  
 

It   didn’t   take   me   long   to   figure   out   by   the   way   the   boys   spoke   that   we   would   be   there   for  
a   while.   There   was   too   much   information   that   needed   to   be   combed   through   slowly.   There   were  
thousands   of   pieces   of   evidence,   dozens   of   crime   scenes,   and   hundreds   of   witnesses   to   deal  
with.   They   had   to   go   over   everything   they   ever   handled   for   the   case.   They   weren’t   just   going   by  
the   book.   These   men   and   women   were   correcting   typos   and   editing   as   they   went.   Their   work  
would   be   of   a   higher   standard.  
 

I   didn’t   mind,   though.   Our   shabby   apartment   was   becoming   my   tiny   piece   of   heaven.   I  
was   wrapped   in   our   happiness.  
 

When   the   phone   rang   in   the   darkness,   I   whined   loudly   and   covered   my   face   with   the  
blankets   because   it   was   so   cold.   Jasper   squeezed   me   closer   to   him,   not   waking   up.   I   pushed  
him   gently   with   my   elbow   and   startled   him.   He   sat   up   quickly,   taking   half   of   the   covers   with   him.   I  
snatched   some   of   them   back.  
 

“Fuck,   it’s   freezing,”   he   moaned,   rubbing   his   palms   into   his   eyes.   Then   he   realized   his  
phone   was   ringing.   He   brought   it   up   to   his   ear.   “Hale.”  
 

“Hey!”   Sam   loudly   said   on   the   other   side.   “We’re   getting   a   snow   day.”  
 

“What?”   he   asked,   confused   by   his   words.   They   weren’t   in   a   Texan’s   vocabulary.   
 

“They   shut   everything   down   for   the   day.   I   mean,   everything.   That   storm   went   a   different  
way   than   they   expected   and   dumped   a   shit   ton   of   snow   in   the   middle   of   the   night.   Go   look  
outside.”  
 

Jasper   was   slow-moving,   so   I   got   out   of   bed   and   slipped   on   my   robe   before   padding   to  
the   door.   When   I   opened   it,   I   gasped   in   happy   surprise.   It   was   a   winter   wonderland.   The   parking  
lot   was   piled   with   massive   mounds   of   snow   that   used   to   be   cars.   And   it   covered   the   road   in   a  
fine   layer,   but   it   was   still   coming   down   at   a   steady   rate.   The   sun   was   just   starting   to   come   up,  
the   sky   barely   glowing   a   faint   muted   purple.   It   looked   like   one   of   those   globes   from   a   gift   shop.  
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Coming   to   stand   behind   me,   his   hand   rested   on   the   small   of   my   back.   “Wow.   Would   you  
look   at   that?   How   pretty,”   he   stated   in   a   tiny   voice,   his   accent   coming   out   thick.  
 

“I   can’t   wait   to   go   play   in   it,”   I   told   him   in   a   giggle.  
 

“Thanks   for   letting   me   know,”   he   informed   his   friend,   remembering   he   was   still   on   the  
phone.  
 

“Sure   thing.   I’m   going   back   to   bed.   See   you   later,”   he   mumbled   before   ending   the   call.  
Jasper   put   it   in   his   pocket   without   looking   away   from   the   scene.  
 

I   stared   at   the   glistening   white   fluff   in   awe.   “I’ve   never   seen   anything   like   it   before.   It’s   so  
beautiful.”  
 

His   fingers   moved   over   my   shoulder.   “Yes,   it   is,”   he   agreed   before   pecking   my   cheek.  
“Now,   get   your   ass   inside   and   shut   the   door   before   you   let   all   the   bought   air   out.   You’re   barefoot,  
little   girl.”  
 

Giggling,   I   closed   the   door   before   turning   so   I   could   hug   him.   “I’m   so   excited!”   I   hopped  
in   place,   kissing   his   lips   several   times.  
 

“There’s   a   park   about   a   quarter   of   a   mile   away   if   you   want   to   walk   to   it   after   some  
breakfast,”   he   grinned   at   my   attitude.  
 

“Yes!”   I   beamed.   “I’ll   go   start   it   now!”  
 

“No.   I’ll   get   it,”   he   offered,   stopping   me   from   pulling   away   from   him.   “Why   don’t   you   start  
some   music   or   something?”  
 

“Okay.”   I   melted   into   him   a   little,   pressing   my   face   into   his   chest   so   I   could   breathe   him  
in.  
 

I   put   a   playlist   on   his   laptop   and   started   the   coffee   before   slipping   on   some   long   johns   I  
got   at   the   thrift   store   because   it   was   so   chilly   compared   to   the   previous   week.   They   were   bright  
red   and   had   buttons   for   the   butt   flap.   They   were   kind   of   dorky,   and   I   knew   I   looked   silly   in   them,  
but   they   were   very   comfortable.  
 

Jasper   chuckled   from   the   kitchen,   watching   me   as   I   put   on   my   second   pair   of   socks.  
“What?”   I   asked   over   my   shoulder.  
 

“Your   ass   is   barely   contained   in   that   thing   when   you   bend   over,   and   it’s   just…”   he  
chuckled   more.   “Mmm-mm-mmm…   Those   poor   buttons   have   their   work   cut   out   for   them.”  
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I   snorted   then   wiggled   my   butt   at   him   for   good   measure.   Fleece-lined   leggings   went   on  
next   as   well   as   a   long-sleeved   shirt.   I   would   put   on   more   layers   before   we   left.   I   knew   I   was   too  
thin-skinned   for   the   icy   weather.   By   the   time   I   finished,   Jasper   was   plating   two   bacon  
sandwiches   for   us   with   tomato   and   avocado.  
 

“That   looks   great!”   I   praised.   He   pulled   me   down   onto   his   lap   with   a   plop.  
 

“I   have   mastered   the   art   of   microwaved   bacon,”   he   stated   with   a   grin,   sitting   his   chin   on  
my   shoulder.   “It’s   one   of   the   few   things   I   know   how   to   cook.”  
 

After   enjoying   a   leisurely   meal,   we   finished   getting   dressed   and   went   outside   together.  
We   decided   to   try   to   go   to   the   grocery   store   for   supplies   first.   Thankfully,   they   were   open   but  
were   understandably   busy.   We   weren’t   in   a   rush,   though.   He   picked   out   a   pack   of   beer   and   two  
big   bottles   of   wine,   as   well   as   some   whiskey.  
 

“Oh,   that’s   how   we’re   staying   warm,”   I   teased.  
 

“Only   partly,”   he   chuckled.   “It’s   not   all   for   today.”  
 

“Aw,   why   not?”   I   whined   playfully.  
 

“You   can   get   a   hangover,   I   cannot.   I   will   probably   have   work   tomorrow.   As   it   is,   I   still   owe  
you   for   drinking   so   much   when   we   were   apart.”  
 

I   pouted   slyly   as   we   waited   in   line   to   check   out.   “Obviously,   I   was   just   having   some  
issues   being   away   from   you,   too.   Plus,   your   brother-in-law   is   a   terrible   influence,”   I   responded  
before   smiling   innocently.   “I   had   a   lot   of   fun   with   your   sister,   though.   She’s   cool.   Alice   likes   her,  
too.   They   went   to   lunch   a   couple   of   days   ago.   I   think   we’re   all   going   to   become   friends.”  
 

“Wow,”   he   answered,   perplexed   and   distracted,   which   was   exactly   what   I   wanted   to  
happen.   Men   were   surprisingly   easy,   sometimes.   “I   hope   she   says   nothing-”  
 

Laughing,   I   looked   away   from   him.   “Sweetie,   she   knows.”   I   peeked   back.   “We   talked   all  
about   it.   She   was   worried   about   me.   It   was   sweet.   She   thought   I   was   too   cute   and   innocent   to  
like   it   rough,”   I   spoke   the   last   sentence   in   a   baby   voice   as   I   wiggled   my   shoulders.   “She   didn’t  
want   you   popping   your   kink   up   on   me,   which   I   actually   really   appreciate.   Because   can   you  
imagine   being   surprised?”   I   grimaced   and   made   my   eyes   wide.   “She   probably   thought   I   was  
virginal.   Ha.”  
 

Jasper   pinched   his   nose,   groaning   softly.   “Why   have   my   girlfriend   and   sister   talked   about  
our   sex   lives?”  
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“I   didn’t   tell   her   what   we   do!   She   asked   me   questions   about   BDSM   in   general,   and   I  
answered   them   for   her.   I   think   she   was   worried   you   were   going   to   just   tie   me   up   and   beat   me   at  
random,   which…   I   WISH,”   I   continued   to   tease   him.   His   cheeks   were   slightly   pink.   “Alice   won’t  
say   anything   about   you   to   her,   I   promise.   She’s   not   that   much   of   a   pervert.   But   they’ve   been  
talking   about   the   lifestyle.   And   I   told   her   about   my   books.   She’s   going   to   read   one   of   my  
romantic   ones.”  
 

He   made   a   face.   “I   can’t   imagine   her   being   remotely   interested   in   that.   The   scene   or  
anything.”  
 

“Oh,   she’s   interested.   Not   into   it,   but   Rose   is   curious   why   I   enjoy   it.   But   she   doesn’t  
judge   me   for   it.   She   may   have   judged   you   a   little   before   we   talked   about   it,”   I   giggled,   leaning  
into   him.   He   was   standing   behind   me,   his   chest   pressed   to   my   back.   “But   I   think   it   was   more  
because   she   was   worried   about   you.   She   was   concerned   it   was   keeping   you   from   enjoying   a  
normal   life.”  
 

“No,   I   was   keeping   myself   from   enjoying   it,”   he   muttered.   “I   used   it   to   hide   from   my  
emotions,   so   perhaps   she   was   right   to   be.”   Jasper   put   his   arms   around   my   waist.   “Is   she   less   so  
now?”  
 

Nodding,   I   scratched   my   nails   over   his   hands.   “You   only   needed   to   find   the   right   woman  
so   you   can   have   the   best   of   both   worlds.   That’s   all.”  
 

He   pushed   his   lips   against   my   ear,   grinning   as   he   did.   “Yup.”  
 

After   we   carried   everything   home,   we   made   our   way   back   out   so   we   could   go   to   the  
park.   It   was   still   early   in   the   morning,   barely   before   ten.   There   were   already   a   ton   of   kids   there  
with   their   parents,   but   it   was   a   massive   space   with   vast   stretches   of   untouched   snow.  
 

I   scooped   up   a   big   handful.   It   was   light   and   fluffy,   packing   easily   into   a   ball.   When   I   threw  
it   at   a   tree,   it   broke   up   and   fell   like   confetti   to   the   ground.   It   made   me   giggle.   “I   want   to   make   a  
snowman,”   I   told   my   boyfriend,   tugging   on   his   hand   to   pull   him   in   a   particular   direction.   He   let  
me   take   him   wherever   I   wanted.   I   was   like   a   pushy,   over-giddy,   toddler.  
 

Jasper   helped   me   create   one   as   large   as   him.   There   was   plenty   of   snow   for   it.   It   didn’t  
take   as   much   time   as   I   expected.   It   quickly   rolled   into   huge   balls.   I   just   needed   him   to   help   me  
lift   it   into   place.   
 

After   we   finished,   I   scooped   another   handful   and   formed   it   into   a   ball.   When   he   was   least  
expecting   it,   I   tossed   it   lightly   at   the   back   of   his   black   beanie-covered   head.   He   turned   around   in  
shock,   his   eyes   wide.   “Excuse   me!”   I   giggled   again   and   got   more   snow.   “Oh,   really?”  
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“Yeah,   really,”   I   answered   with   a   big   grin.   I   threw   it   at   him   again,   this   time   tagging   his  
chest.  
 

“Oo,   I   will   get   you   for   that,”   he   jokingly   declared,   filling   his   hands   with   the   white   stuff.   He  
tossed   two   little   balls   at   me.   One   missed,   but   the   other   got   my   shoulder.   It   shot   the   tiny   ice  
crystals   all   over   my   face   and   stuck   to   my   eyelashes.  
 

We   began   chasing   each   other,   throwing   snowballs   at   each   other.   Neither   of   us   had   a  
terrible   aim,   and   we   kept   hitting   each   other,   covering   us   in   wet   fluff.   Jasper   tried   to   grab   for   me  
when   he   got   close   enough,   but   I   slipped   away   and   fell   backward.   He   wanted   to   help   me   up,   but   I  
pulled   him   down   on   top   of   me.   We   were   both   laughing,   slowly   melting   into   a   kiss   as   our   cold  
noses   touched.   Pulling   back,   he   hovered   over   me   as   we   lay   in   the   snow.   It   came   down   around  
us   in   fat   clumps.   His   smile   was   brighter   than   the   sun   that   was   hidden   behind   the   thick   gray  
clouds.  
 

“I   don’t   think   I’ve   ever   been   happier   than   I   am   right   now,”   I   blurted   out,   suddenly  
overwhelmed.   I   brushed   a   little   of   the   ice   off   his   cheek.   “This   has   been   the   best   week   of   my   life.”  
 

“Really?   Even   with   the   shit   that   I   pulled   when   you   first   got   here?”   He   questioned,   panting  
softly.   His   lips   were   slightly   parted,   and   his   breath   was   creating   long   trails   of   steam.  
 

I   nodded   quickly.   “You’ve   been   strong   for   so   long.   It’s   okay   to   break,   and   it’s   okay   to  
need   a   release.   You’ve   been   through   hell.   I   wish   I   had   just   come   up   with   you   when   you   did.   So  
you   didn’t   have   to   go   through   that   in   the   first   place.”  
 

“No.   I   needed   to   understand   how   much   you’ve   been   doing   for   me.   And   it   showed   me   I  
needed   to   appreciate   it,   and   you   fully.   I   feel   as   if   I’m   taking   advantage   of   you,   though.”  
 

Laughing,   I   lifted   to   kiss   him   again.   “Take   advantage   of   me.   I   love   it.”  
 

He   huffed,   trying   not   to   look   too   amused.   “Every   time   I   attempt   to   be   sincere,   you   have   to  
be   naughty.”   To   make   a   point,   I   smashed   a   whole   cold   scoopful   of   snow   against   his   cheek.   His  
eyes   got   huge,   and   he   finally   laughed,   too.   “Oh,   you   will   get   it   when   we   get   home,   young   lady.”  
 

“Yay,”   I   snickered,   getting   him   from   the   other   side.  
 

He   gathered   a   large   armful   and   dumped   it   over   my   face.   I   screamed,   then   giggled.   I  
shoved   him   back   and   shook   it   off   onto   him.   We   played   and   wrestled   in   the   snow   until   we   were  
both   almost   frozen.   Even   then,   it   was   hard   to   drag   ourselves   away.  
 

Jasper   grabbed   my   elbow   as   we   walked,   his   lips   close   to   my   ear.   “I   hope   you   had   fun  
because   you   will   pay   for   your   attitude.”  
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“Oh,   really?”   I   remarked   sarcastically,   glancing   back   at   him   with   a   raised   eyebrow.  
 

His   hand   moved   down   to   my   rear,   grabbing   it   as   much   as   he   could   through   the   many  
layers.   “I’m   gonna   smack   your   ass   for   every   snowball   you   hit   me   with.”  
 

“Did   you   keep   a   tally?”  
 

“Mmhmm,”   he   hummed.   “Nineteen.”  
 

“Aw,   that’s   it?”   I   smirked.  
 

“That’s   just   for   the   snowballs,   Isabella.   How   many   do   you   think   you   deserve   for   the  
drinking?   And   for   your   attitude   lately?   Hm?”  
 

He   allowed   me   to   go   first   on   the   stairs.   Our   apartment   was   on   the   second   floor.   They   had  
been   de-iced,   but   he   was   still   worried   about   me   slipping   and   falling.   His   hand   was   on   the   small  
of   my   back.  
 

Once   more,   I   glanced   over   my   shoulder   at   him   as   I   smirked   some.   I   batted   my   eyelashes  
innocently.   “That’s   up   to   you,   sir.”  
 

He   pulled   his   keys   from   his   pocket,   but   he   didn’t   open   the   door.   Instead,   he   pushed   me  
against   it.   Kissing   me   deeply,   Jasper   put   his   leather-gloved   hand   under   my   chin.   “When   we   get  
inside,   you   will   strip   down   to   your   long   Johns   as   quickly   as   possible.   Do   you   understand?”   I  
nodded   my   head   as   his   thumb   moved   over   my   bottom   lip.   “You’ve   been   a   very   bad   girl   recently,  
and   I’ve   been   letting   it   slide,   but   I   think   I   need   to   remind   you   exactly   who’s   in   charge.”  
 

I   started   stripping   as   soon   as   the   door   locked   behind   us.   Jasper   kicked   off   his   heavy  
boots   and   pushed   them   off   into   the   corner.   His   long   coat   dripped   with   snow   as   he   hung   it   over  
the   wooden   chair.   He   hurried   to   switch   the   heater   on   full   blast   before   turning   a   playlist   on.  
 

“I’ve   been   thinking   about   you   in   that   goddamn   thing   all   morning,”   he   informed   me,   almost  
mumbling   it   to   himself.   “I   don’t   know   why.   You’re   fully   dressed.   Honestly,   it   couldn’t   be   more  
innocent.   Fuck,   that’s   probably   why.”  
 

I   took   off   both   pairs   of   socks   as   well   as   my   leggings   and   jeans.   I   put   all   of   them   in   the  
bathtub   because   they   were   soaking   wet.   Left   in   nothing   but   the   red   thermal   long   Johns,   I   came  
to   stand   in   front   of   the   bed   with   my   hands   behind   my   back.   I   hadn’t   put   a   bra   on,   and   my   nipples  
were   rock   hard   from   the   combination   of   my   arousal   and   the   cold.   I   definitely   wanted   him   to  
notice,   too.  
 

He   was   still   wearing   his   long-sleeved   t-shirt   and   blue   jeans,   his   feet   bare.   Jasper   came  
to   stand   in   front   of   me.   He   looked   me   over   slowly,   his   lip   between   his   teeth.   His   hand  
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surprisingly   slapped   across   my   cheek,   making   me   gasp.   It   was   so   much   harder   because   we  
were   both   cold.  
 

“Hurt,   doesn’t   it?”   He   teased   in   a   low   voice.   Nodding,   I   wouldn’t   give   him   a   verbal  
answer.   He   struck   me   again.   “Speak.   I   asked   you   a   question,   slut.”  
 

“Yes,   sir.”  
 

“That’s   for   getting   me   in   the   face,”   he   informed   me,   before   reaching   down   and   tweaking  
one   of   my   nipples   roughly   through   the   fabric.   “Put   your   hands   on   the   mattress,   and   you   better  
keep   fucking   quiet.   I   don’t   want   my   colleagues   to   hear   us.”  
 

“You   might   want   to   have   the   gag   handy,”   I   sassed.   He   smacked   me   harder   against   the  
cheek.   When   I   giggled,   he   gently   grabbed   me   by   the   neck.   “Harder,”   I   whispered.   He   gave   me  
what   I   wanted,   making   my   eyes   roll   into   the   back   of   my   head.  
 

“Are   you   going   to   get   yourself   in   even   more   trouble?”   His   lips   just   an   inch   away   from   my  
own.   I   could   taste   him   on   my   tongue.  
 

“Yes.”   He   squeezed   again,   tighter   than   before.   “Yes,   sir.”  
 

“I   thought   you   didn’t   enjoy   choking.”   He   pecked   at   my   bottom   lip,   flexing   his   fingers  
around   my   throat.   His   hands   were   so   big   it   could   wrap   easily   around   it.  
 

“I   trust   you.”   
 

And   that’s   all   I   needed   to   say.   I   entrusted   him   to   do   whatever   he   wanted   because   my  
body   was   his.   I   knew   I   was   safe.   I   was   the   most   precious   thing   in   his   life,   and   I   was   still   his  
Goddess   while   on   my   knees.  
 

“I   know   you   do,   darlin,”   he   whispered   in   my   ear   as   he   grinned.   “Now,   put   your   hands   on  
the   fucking   mattress.”  
 

Turning   slowly   with   a   big   smile,   I   put   my   palms   flat   on   top   of   the   messy   bed.   Jasper  
moved   his   hand   up   my   spine,   pushing   my   frazzled   hair   away   from   my   neck.   It   still   had   ice   in   it,  
and   I   could   feel   it   on   my   cheek.   He   slid   back   down   and   gave   me   a   quick   pop.   It   was   light,   just  
teasing   me.  
 

He   warmed   his   hands   on   my   ass   and   thighs,   smacking   them   repeatedly.   Each   was   more  
forceful   than   the   last.   Pressing   my   lips   together,   my   eyes   shut   as   I   savored   the   attention.   I  
wanted   it   to   go   on   as   long   as   possible.   Then   Jasper   unbuttoned   the   back   of   my   long   underwear,  
chuckling   to   himself   as   he   did.  
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“I   love   it   so   much,”   he   murmured.   He   gripped   my   bottom   tightly   through   my   panties.   I  
was   only   wearing   boring   white   cotton   panties.   They   were   probably   his   favorite   if   he   was   honest.  
Smoothing   his   fingers   underneath   the   fabric   along   the   curve   of   my   thigh,   he   traced   my   cheek.  
“I’m   going   to   make   your   cute   ass   just   as   red   to   match.”  
 

When   he   hit   me   this   time,   it   made   me   rock   in   place.   I   swallowed   back   my   moan.   It   was  
so   hard   to.   When   Jasper   pulled   his   belt   from   the   loops,   the   sound   made   me   wetter.   My   hands  
were   shaking   with   anticipation.   He   brought   it   to   my   lips   to   kiss.   “Thank   it   for   the   pleasure   it’s  
about   to   give   you,   Isabella.”  
 

I   kissed   the   leather   several   times   before   moving   down   to   peck   his   hand.   I   let   my   lips  
linger   against   his   soft   skin.   His   fingers   smoothed   through   my   hair   as   I   did.   He   looked   so  
pleased,   his   grin   small   and   gentle.   I   pecked   at   his   knuckles,   smiling   as   I   did.   This   was   so   much  
better   now   that   we   were   a   couple.   There   was   no   fear,   but   the   exhilaration   of   being   with   him   was  
always   the   same.   I   needed   more   of   him,   and   I   would   do   anything   for   his   pleasure.  
 

“You   can   be   so   sweet,”   he   mused   as   he   walked   behind   me.   He   dragged   his   belt   down  
my   back   before   it   connected   with   my   thighs.   “Too   bad   you’re   such   a   naughty   slut   who   likes   to  
get   herself   in   trouble.”  
 

Every   time   he   struck   me,   it   felt   as   if   I   was   getting   closer   to   something   indescribable.   My  
fingers   curled   into   the   blankets   as   my   toes   dug   into   the   carpet   to   keep   in   place.   “Fuck,”   I  
moaned   after   the   fifteenth.   The   bite   was   lovely   against   my   warm   skin.  
 

“Shh…”   He   moved   the   loop   between   my   thighs.   Jasper   repeatedly   tapped   it   against   my  
clit.   It   made   me   shake,   my   muscles   flexing.   “Be   a   good   girl   for   me.”  
 

Wiggling   against   his   belt,   I   tried   to   relieve   some   of   the   overwhelming   sensations.   I   was  
so   close   already.   But   he   wouldn’t   allow   that.   He   would   decide   when   I   got   pleasure   and   only   him.  
He   pulled   back   and   struck   me   several   times.   Finally,   it   was   too   much,   and   I   called   out   loudly.  
 

He   clicked   his   tongue,   tsking.   “It   seems   I   will   have   to   gag   you,”   he   said   in   mild  
disappointment,   his   voice   almost   bored.   He   laid   the   belt   down   in   front   of   me.   “Put   your   nose   on  
that   and   don’t   move   until   I   tell   you.”  
 

He   walked   to   my   suitcase,   and   instead   of   picking   up   the   gag   as   I   had   expected   him   to,  
he   got   the   scissors   I   brought.   For   a   moment,   he   played   with   them   in   the   palm   of   his   hand.   I  
could   see   him   out   of   the   corner   of   my   eyes   as   I   tried   to   watch.   He   gently   dragged   the   cold   metal  
blade   over   my   back,   just   skimming   the   surface   of   the   red   fabric.  
 

Then   he   snipped   the   side   of   my   panties,   pulling   it   away   from   my   hip   so   as   not   to   cut   me  
when   he   did.   Automatically,   I   looked   back   in   surprise,   my   mouth   hanging   open.   He   did   the   other  
side   and   threw   the   scissors   into   my   luggage   with   a   gentle   underhand   toss.   His   fingers   moved  
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between   my   legs   over   the   fabric   that   was   barely   still   in   place.   Roughly,   Jasper   rubbed   them  
against   my   clit   until   they   were   soaking   wet.   If   he   expected   that   to   help   me   stay   quiet,   he   was  
wrong.  
 

I   whimpered   and   whined,   rocking   against   his   touch.   I   was   almost   there,   so   close.   And   he  
knew   the   exact   moment   to   stop.  
 

Pulling   my   ruined   panties   from   between   my   legs,   he   balled   them   up   in   his   fist.   Jasper  
knotted   his   fingers   in   my   hair   and   shoved   them   into   my   mouth   before   he   slapped   my   face.   “I   told  
you   not   to   move,   slut.”  
 

Once   again,   I   whimpered   before   putting   my   nose   back.   My   bare   ass   was   exposed   to   the  
weird   mix   of   hot   and   cold   air.   Everything   was   tingling.   He   walked   behind   me,   skimming   his  
fingers   over   my   tender   cheek.   “I   don’t   think   the   belt   will   do   it.   You   enjoy   it   far   too   much,   and   I  
want   you   to   learn   a   lesson.”  
 

Once   again,   he   went   to   my   suitcase.   This   time,   he   pulled   out   the   paddle   I   had   used   on  
him.   He   traced   it   over   my   back   and   up   my   spine   from   behind,   his   fingers   following   along.   He  
tapped   it   between   the   apex   of   my   thighs.   If   he   did   it   just   a   little   longer   or   harder,   I   would   have  
cum   and   he   knew   it.   Jasper   knew   everything   about   my   body   because   it   was   his.  
 

Wrapping   his   hand   in   my   hair,   he   stood   beside   me.   Then   he   popped   one   of   my   cheeks.  
 

“Fuck!”   I   mumbled   through   my   destroyed   panties.  
 

“One,   Isabella.   Eighteen   more.”  
 

Tears   were   dripping   from   the   corners   of   my   eyes   by   the   time   he   finished,   my   whole   body  
violently   shaking.   My   nose   only   moved   off   the   belt   when   he   struck   me   hard   enough   to   make   me  
rock   forward,   and   it   couldn’t   be   helped.   I   didn’t   want   too   many   of   these   and   didn’t   need   to   earn  
more.   He   laid   the   paddle   beside   me   on   the   bed   before   Jasper   brought   me   up   to   my   feet.   With  
one   hand   gripping   my   ass   as   tightly   as   possible   and   the   other   in   my   hair,   he   bit   down   onto   the  
side   of   my   neck   from   behind.  
 

My   knees   almost   gave   way,   but   his   fist   in   my   curls   was   holding   me   up.   His   body   was   the  
only   thing   giving   me   any   support.  
 

“It’s   so   red   now.   Such   a   pretty   color   on   you,”   he   whispered   seductively   in   my   ear.   He  
unbuttoned   the   front   of   the   thermals.   It   was   only   enough   to   expose   my   breasts.   Playfully,   Jasper  
worked   my   nipples   as   he   nibbled   and   kissed   along   my   neck   and   jaw.   I   tilted   my   face   towards  
him,   my   sore   ass   rubbing   against   his   rough   blue   jean   covered   erection.   His   hand   moved   over  
my   stomach,   pressing   flat   just   below   my   belly   button.  
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Once   again,   he   picked   up   his   belt,   but   this   time,   he   bound   my   wrists   behind   my   back   with  
it.   He   held   my   hands   for   only   a   moment   as   his   cheek   skimmed   across   mine   so   he   could   peck   at  
the   corner   of   my   stuffed   mouth.   Roughly,   he   shoved   me   face-first   into   the   blankets.   His   soft   lips  
kissed   and   licked   between   my   legs,   teasing   for   only   a   minute.   But   it   was   enough.   I   felt   it   drip  
down   my   leg.  
 

Jasper   chuckled.   “You’re   going   to   make   a   big   mess.”   His   fingers   found   my   clit   and  
smoothed   over   it   several   times   in   a   tight   circle.   I   came   again,   dripping   on   his   hand.   “Oh,   yes.  
Just   like   that.”   He   pushed   them   inside   of   me.   Effortlessly,   he   gave   me   another.  
 

He   gripped   both   of   my   cheeks   in   his   hands,   squeezing   them   as   firmly   as   he   could.   My  
exposed   nipples   brushed   over   the   cool   sheets,   teasing   me   further.   A   moment   later,   he   slipped  
inside.   Unmoving,   he   held   me   in   place   against   him   as   he   got   his   balance.   When   he   found   it,  
Jasper   spanked   my   sensitive   skin   as   hard   as   he   could   as   he   pounded   into   me.   His   fist   wrapped  
around   my   hair   and   yanked   my   head   back.   He   had   perfect   timing.  
 

The   noises   I   made   through   my   underwear   were   insane.   I   absolutely   snorted,   squeaked,  
and   squealed   as   I   just   continued   to   fall   apart.   It   was   primal.  
 

When   he   was   about   to   finish,   Jasper   pulled   out   and   came   all   over   my   thighs.   It   was   hot  
and   sticky,   only   adding   to   the   mess.   But   he   wasn’t   done   with   me.   He   played   with   my   clit   once  
again   right   away.  
 

I   screamed   through   the   fabric,   the   sound   more   muffled   by   the   blankets   and   sheets  
around   my   head.   Forcing   me   to   have   two   more,   he   only   stopped   when   my   legs   practically  
walked   off   without   my   permission.   They   were   doing   wild   things.   I   had   no   control   over   anything.  
 

Jasper   first   released   my   wrists,   massaging   his   hands   up   my   arms   and   shoulders.   Pulling  
me   onto   my   knees,   I   leaned   back   against   his   chest   with   my   head   resting   on   his   chest.   Finally,  
unbuttoning   my   long   Johns   the   rest   of   the   way,   he   pulled   them   down   to   my   waist.   Gently,   he  
nuzzled   my   cheek.  
 

Palming   my   breasts,   he   kissed   my   jaw.   He   removed   my   cut   panties   from   between   my  
teeth   and   threw   them   to   the   side   as   he   smirked.   Holding   my   chin,   he   lightly   pecked   at   my   lips.  
His   thumb   moved   over   my   panting   mouth.   His   other   hand   slid   down   my   bare   stomach   and  
between   my   legs.   “I   can’t,”   I   cried   softly.  
 

With   his   other,   he   held   my   cheek   and   brought   my   lips   to   his   again.   “Yes,   you   can.   Give  
me   another,   Isabella,   and   then   we’ll   go   take   a   nice   hot   shower.”  
 

His   tongue   caressed   mine,   playing   with   my   nipple   as   he   fingered   me.   I   was   too   sensitive,  
and   I   felt   as   if   I   was   gushing   everywhere.   It   soaked   the   thermal   fabric   bunched   between   my  
thighs.  
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Almost   falling   over,   I   grabbed   his   hand   to   make   him   slow   down.   Or   tried   to.   He   didn’t.   He  

just   added   his   other,   one   moving   against   my   clit   and   the   other   inside   of   me.   “There   it   is.   Good  
girl.   Give   it   to   me.   Cum   for   me,   darlin.”  
 

“Oh,   my   God,”   I   gasped,   completely   dissolving   into   the   mattress.   I   pulled   on   the   sheets  
so   hard   they   popped   off   two   of   the   corners.  
 

Finally,   he   stopped   and   went   to   wash   his   hands.   I   couldn’t   move.   I   heard   the   water   in   the  
bathroom   as   he   started   the   shower.   Jasper   came   to   the   end   of   the   bed   and   tugged   my   long  
Johns   off   the   rest   of   the   way.   I   didn’t   budge.  
 

“Get   up,   little   girl.   It’s   time   to   clean   up.   And   I   want   a   blow   job   in   the   shower,”   he   ordered,  
giving   me   a   quick   clap   on   my   bare   ass.   When   I   turned   my   head   to   look   at   him,   I   realized   he   was  
already   hard   again   and   ready   to   go.  
 

He   ended   up   fucking   me   all   day   long.   Playfully   and   on   every   surface   of   the   apartment.   It  
was   the   best   he   had   felt   in   weeks,   and   neither   one   of   us   worried   once   about   his   shoulder   or  
anything   else.   I   didn’t   think   about   anything   but   his   pleasure   and   my   own.  
 

The   next   morning   was   the   first   I   hadn’t   woken   up   with   him   to   make   breakfast.   I   felt   his  
fingers   in   my   hair,   but   it   was   hard   to   open   my   eyes.   I   was   literally   sore   all   over.   His   soft   lips  
traveled   over   my   cheek   to   my   ear.  
 

“I’m   headed   to   work,   darlin.”  
 

“Mmkay,”   I   breathed,   groping   for   him.   Taking   my   hand,   he   kissed   it   before   putting   it   back  
under   the   blankets.   He   tucked   me   in   better,   adjusting   the   surrounding   covers.   “I’ll   make   us  
something   nice   tonight   for   dinner.”   The   evening   before,   we   only   had   frozen   pizza   and   beer.   It  
was   the   laziest   I   had   been,   but   we   were   too   busy   for   me   to   make   anything   else.   We   cooked   it  
between   sessions,   and   it   was   the   only   time   that   he   allowed   me   to   wear   anything   other   than   my  
lock   necklace   for   the   rest   of   the   day.  
 

“Only   if   you’re   able   to   walk,”   he   teased.  
 

I   genuinely   thought   about   arguing,   opening   my   mouth   a   little.   “Yeah,   we’ll   see.   Maybe  
we’ll   order   something   tonight,”   I   mumbled,   making   my   boyfriend   chuckle   warmly.   “I   love   you.  
Have   a   good   day.”   My   fingers   traced   over   his   smooth   cheek.   He   had   just   shaved,   and   it   was  
delicately   soft.  
 

Jasper   rested   his   forehead   against   mine.   “I   always   sincerely   try.”  
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Chapter   Fourteen:   The   Carlyle   
 

 
It   was   a   full   month   before   Jasper   got   two   days   off   in   a   row.   I   wouldn’t   take   his   rest   away  

from   him.   The   only   opportunity   we   got   to   spend   time   together   was   cuddling   in   bed   late   at   night,  
usually.   He   needed   this   more   than   anything   else.   I   loved   it.   I   adored   snuggling   with   him.   I   would  
always   be   his   teddy   bear.  
 

We   got   up   at   his   usual   time,   just   packing   an   overnight   bag   so   we   could   stay   in   New   York  
City   for   the   evening.   It   was   a   three-hour   drive.   We   hadn’t   taken   a   road   trip   like   this   before,   and   it  
was   nice.   The   scenery   was   beautiful,   and   we   were   listening   to   music   as   we   held   hands.   We  
shared   breakfast   as   he   drove.   It   somehow   felt   cozy.  
 

I   gasped   when   he   pulled   to   a   stop   in   front   of   the   hotel.   It   was   in   the   middle   of   Manhattan.  
I   recognized   it   from   movies.   Every   single   one   of   them   showed   it   with   a   sweeping   shot   of   Central  
Park.   I   didn’t   know   the   name   until   then,   though.   It   was   on   the   awning   when   we   came   in,   but   I  
missed   it.  
 

He   got   out   of   the   car,   handing   his   keys   off   to   the   valet   before   taking   our   shared   bag.   My  
boyfriend   put   his   hand   on   the   small   of   my   back,   smirking   to   himself.  
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The   logo   was   on   the   walls   as   we   came   inside   the   building,   The   Carlyle.   The   insides   were  

black-and-white   marble.   It   was   like   stepping   into   the   twenties   or   thirties   with   the   grand  
architecture   and   opulent   decor.   I   just   stared   at   him.   
 

“What?”   he   smiled.  
 

“We   are   not   in   Dallas.   A   hotel   like   this   in   New   York   costs…”   I   trailed   off   because   I   had   no  
idea.   He   made   a   face.   He   had   made   all   the   plans   for   the   next   two   days,   and   I   wanted   to   pay   for  
parts   of   it,   but   he   refused.   Jasper   claimed   this   was   one   of   the   times   he   was   going   all   out,   and   he  
didn’t   want   to   worry   about   my   money.   He   made   me   promise   the   night   before   to   not   even   try.  
 

He   spanked   me   with   a   wooden   spoon   until   it,   and   I,   broke.   
 

It   was   so   much   fun.  
 

“I   told   you-”  
 

“I   know   what   you   told   me,”   I   laughed.   “I   just   didn’t   expect   to   see   Central   Park   from   our  
hotel.”  
 

Leaning   in,   he   pressed   a   kiss   to   my   cheek.   “We’ll   be   able   to   see   it   from   our   room.”  
 

Surprisingly,   we   didn’t   look   too   misplaced   in   the   hotel.   We   were   comfortably   dressed,   but  
there   were   tourists   in   shorts   and   tank   tops   that   showed   too   much   despite   it   being   in   the   low  
sixties   outside.   It   was   pleasant   but   windy,   and   way   too   cold   for   that.  
 

We   went   to   the   counter   to   check-in.   He   slid   his   credit   card   over   and   smiled   at   the  
woman.   “Dr.   Jasper   Hale.”  
 

“Yes,   Dr.   Hale.   We   have   your   room   ready   for   you   and   those   items   you   requested.   Is  
there   anything   else   I   can   help   you   with?”  
 

“No,   thank   you.”  
 

“So,   what   are   we   doing   today,   Doc?”   I   asked   as   I   leaned   my   head   against   his   shoulder.  
“If   you’re   going   to   spend   two   thousand   on   a   hotel   room,   we   shouldn’t   waste   it.”  
 

He   chuckled   softly.   “It   wasn’t   that   much.”  
 

“How   much?”   I   questioned   as   we   stepped   onto   the   elevator.   We   were   all   alone,   so   he  
pushed   me   into   the   corner   and   kissed   me   as   he   grabbed   my   neck.   It   was   a   distraction.   “How  
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much?”   I   asked   again   with   a   laugh.   I   curled   my   tongue   against   his   bottom   lip,   grinning   wickedly  
when   he   pulled   away.   “Tell   me.”  
 

“Half   that,”   he   remarked,   smirking   as   he   flexed   his   fingers   around   my   throat.  
 

“We   could   have   stayed   in   Brooklyn,   and-”   I   teased,   but   he   shut   me   up   with   a   kiss.  
 

“No.   Tonight’s   special.”  
 

“Oh,”   I   drew   out   at   his   vagueness.   “Are   you   really   not   going   to   tell   me   anything?”  
 
Jasper   kissed   me   again,   holding   my   face   as   he   pressed   me   as   hard   as   he   could   against  

the   wall.   We   just   kept   going   up,   our   kisses   deepening.   His   hands   smoothed   over   my   hips.   The  
doors   opened   finally,   and   he   took   my   hand.  
 

“We’re   going   to   put   our   things   away,   and   we’ll   have   lunch   because   I’m   hungry.”   I   giggled,  
nodding   in   agreement.   “And   then   we’ll   go   to   a   museum   for   the   afternoon.”  
 

“What   about   tonight?”  
 

“You’ll   see.”  
 

He   pulled   the   keycard   out   and   slipped   it   in   the   slot,   waiting   for   it   to   flash   green   before  
allowing   me   inside   first.   As   promised,   we   could   see   Central   Park   from   our   bed.   The   vast  
windows   overlooked   the   busy   city.   The   sky   was   a   beautiful   blue   with   fat   fluffy   white   clouds.   It  
was   stunning.  
 

“Wow!   Honey!”   I   gasped   stupidly,   glancing   back   at   him.   He   was   so   proud   of   my   reaction,  
his   hands   in   his   pockets   as   he   leaned   against   the   bed.   I   ran   and   tackled   him   onto   it,   giggling   as   I  
did.   “It’s   so   gorgeous!”  
 

He   flipped   us   so   that   he   was   on   top,   looking   down   at   me   with   a   big   grin.   “It   was   worth  
every   cent   for   that   reaction   right   there.”   His   lips   pressed   fiercely   against   mine.   I   held   onto   his  
blond   curls,   enjoying   every   second.  
 

“This   bed   makes   me   feel   like   I’m   lying   on   a   marshmallow,”   I   joked   against   his   mouth.  
“Oh,   my   god.   You   didn’t   have   to   do   this   for   me.”  
 

“I   did   it   for   me.   So   I   could   see   you   act   like   a   giddy   little   girl.   It’s   my   favorite.”  
 

“I   have   no   idea   what   we’re   doing   tonight,   but   I   swear   I   will   try   really,   really,   hard   to   make  
it   extra   special   for   you,”   I   teased   against   his   lips   before   kissing   him   slowly.   My   hands   skimmed  
down   his   sides   to   his   ass.  
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“I   have   no   doubt,   darlin.”   Jasper   kissed   down   my   chest   and   stomach   until   sliding   off   the  

end   of   the   bed   to   stand.   I   pouted   a   little   as   he   held   his   hand   out   to   me.   “I’ve   got   something   to  
show   you.”  
 

He   brought   me   to   my   feet   and   walked   me   over   to   a   table.   In   the   center   was   a   bouquet   of  
roses   and   a   giant   pink   box.   It   reminded   me   of   the   one   he   had   gotten   after   the   meeting   with   the  
publisher,   but   much   bigger.  
 

Jasper   flipped   it   open   to   reveal   an   assortment   of   tiny   cakes.   They   were   all   very   different  
and   beautiful,   decorated   elegantly   with   frosting,   chocolate,   and   fruit.   There   were   at   least   a  
dozen   of   them.  
 

He   kissed   my   neck   from   behind,   his   hand   going   around   my   waist.   “Just   a   hint   at   how  
much   aftercare   I   think   you’ll   need   tonight.”  
 

I   giggled   like   an   idiot.   “Oh,   my   god.   Yay.”  
 

Chuckling   too,   he   pecked   my   ear.   “Later,   though.   These   are   for   tonight   and   tomorrow.  
We   have   reservations.”  
 

We   left   the   hotel   and   walked   the   busy   streets   together.   He   knew   what   direction   to   go,  
leading   the   way.   Jasper   took   me   right   away   into   Central   Park.   The   crowds   thinned   out   as   we  
traveled   a   tree-lined   path.   He   was   so   quiet.  
 

“Are   you   okay?”   I   questioned   gently.  
 

“Yeah,”   he   swore   promptly.   “Just   excited   about   today.   And   a   little   overwhelmed.   I’ve   been  
thinking   about   this   for   a   while   now.   And   it   feels   like   it’s   going   really   well.”  
 

“Yes,   it   is.”   I   paused   when   we   got   to   a   beautiful   set   of   statues.   I   recognized   them   right  
away,   as   did   Jasper.  
 

“Alice   in   Wonderland.   A   classic.   Just   like   your   books   will   be   someday,”   he   breathed,  
smiling   as   he   did.   He   squeezed   my   hand.   I   realized   then   he   had   come   this   way   on   purpose.  
 

I   wrapped   my   arms   around   him,   grinning   like   the   Cheshire   cat.   “Oh,   you   are   laying   it   on  
so   thick,   Dr.   Hale.   Don’t   stop.   I   love   it.”  
 

He   laughed   as   he   pulled   me   closer.   “Before   we   get   to   the   restaurant…   I   have   something  
for   you.”   He   got   out   a   tiny,   baby-blue   box   from   his   pocket.   “Since   you’re   enjoying   this   so   much.”  
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Beaming,   I   took   it   from   him.   Afterward,   he   walked   behind   me,   his   fingers   moving   along  
my   neck.   I   opened   the   package,   revealing   a   miniature   rose   gold   key   that   went   perfectly   with   my  
lock.   He   unclasped   my   necklace   so   he   could   put   it   on   before   securing   it   back   in   place.  
 

“Perfect,”   he   praised   as   his   fingertips   traced   the   chain.  
 

I   couldn’t   say   anything.   I   just   turned   around   in   his   arms.   Kissing   him   deeply,   I   felt   as   if   I  
would   cry.   “I   adore   it.   Thank   you.”  
 

Jasper   rested   his   forehead   against   mine.   “Good.   I’m   glad.   I   hope   this   makes   up   for   me  
leaving   you   alone   so   much.”  
 

“Oh!   You   don’t   have   to   make   up   for   anything.   I   love   what   we   have   here.   You   know   that.”   I  
promised,   touching   his   cheek.   He   beamed   at   me,   quickly   nodding.  
 

“Yeah.”   He   cleared   his   throat   roughly.   “Come   on.   Lunchtime.   We   don’t   want   to   be   late.”  
 

It   was   just   a   short   walk   to   our   restaurant.   It   was   Loeb   Boathouse,   right   in   the   middle   of  
the   park,   by   the   bright   green   pond   filled   with   boats.  
 

After   lunch,   we   walked   to   the   Museum   of   Modern   Art.   It   reminded   me   of   the   day   we   went  
to   the   one   in   Dallas,   but   only   a   little.   Our   world   was   completely   different   from   then.   I   was  
honestly   terrified   back   then   as   we   strolled   through   the   white   halls   together.   None   of   that  
remained.   My   man   had   more   than   proven   himself.  
 

When   we   got   back   to   the   hotel   that   afternoon,   Jasper   told   me   to   get   dressed   up.   He  
wanted   me   to   take   a   shower,   and   to   do   my   hair   and   makeup,   too.   He   washed   up   quickly   before  
leaving   me   to   get   ready.  
 

He   came   back   to   the   room,   clad   in   a   nice   suit   while   holding   two   bottles   of   champagne.   I  
was   just   finishing.   He   grinned   when   he   saw   me,   walking   over   to   the   fridge   to   make   sure   they  
were   cold   for   when   we   returned.  
 

Taking   my   hands,   he   brought   each   up   to   his   lips   to   kiss   lightly.   “Sometimes,   I’m   still  
blown   away   by   how   gorgeous   you   are   and   how   lucky   I   am   to   be   allowed   to   occupy   the   same  
space.”  
 

I   giggled   stupidly   because   I   didn’t   know   what   else   to   do   or   say.   I   believed   him.   He   made  
me   feel   more   beautiful   and   special   than   I   ever   had   before.  
 

“I   can’t   wait   to   eat   cake   off   of   you   tonight,”   I   eventually   replied,   pulling   him   down   to   me  
for   a   fleeting   kiss.   Since   we   were   dining   out,   I   only   put   on   clear   lip   gloss.   I   didn’t   care   if   I   messed  
it   up.  
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His   hands   slid   to   my   waist.   “Me   too,”   he   remarked   with   a   chuckle.  

 
We   took   a   taxi   to   the   restaurant   he   had   selected   for   dinner.   Once   again,   we   had  

reservations.   This   one   was   called   ‘The   Modern.’   It   was   a   bougie   place   with   six-course   meals.  
Right   away,   as   we   sat,   Jasper   ordered   a   bottle   of   wine   for   us   to   share   and   a   martini.   He   gulped  
it   down   quickly   and   asked   for   another.  
 

I   held   his   hand.   “Are   you   okay?”   I   inquired   again,   the   second   time   that   day.  
 

“Yeah,”   he   immediately   responded.   “I’m   just   a   little   anxious.   Don’t   worry   about   it,   darlin.”  
 

“Don’t   be.   Today   has   been   perfect,”   I   assured   him,   practically   cooing   the   words   before  
kissing   his   cheek.   He   leaned   in   my   touch.   “It’s   already   been   magical.”  
 

He   relaxed   some   in   his   seat.   “Good.   I’m   glad.”  
 

Two   martinis   and   the   wine   didn’t   help,   though.   He   seemed   to   be   squirming   in   his   chair.  
Finally,   the   bill   came.   Jasper   took   a   deep   breath,   steeling   himself,   and   looked   at   me   seriously.  
 

“So,   I   wanted   to   discuss   something   with   you,   and   if   you   don’t   want   to,   feel   free   to   tell   me  
no,”   he   began.  
 

“Oh,   my,”   I   started   in   a   joking   tone.   “What   ghastly   things   do   you   wish   to   do   to   my   body?”  
 

My   boyfriend   laughed   awkwardly,   sitting   back   in   his   seat.   “No.   I’m   being   sincere   right  
now.   Give   me   this.”  
 

I   giggled   softly.   “Okay,   I’m   sorry.   Go   ahead.”  
 

He   licked   his   lips   and   took   a   deep   breath.   “I   just…   I   just   want   to   start   by   saying   that  
these   past   few   months   with   you   have   been   incredible.   I   didn’t   realize   when   I   asked   you   to   be  
mine,   that   things   would   move   so   fast.   I   didn’t   mean   them   to,”   he   hesitated.   Quickly,   Jasper  
cleared   his   throat.   “Until   I   met   you,   I   didn’t   know   this   was   what   I   wanted,   and   it   feels   like   a   gift.  
Bella,   you   are   literally   my   fantasy,   and   I   love   you   more   than   anything   on   this   earth.   And   I   will  
until   the   day   I   leave   it.”  
 

“I   love   you,   with   all   my   heart,”   I   swore.  
 

“I   know.   You’re   fantastic   at   showing   me   every   single   day.   That’s   why   I   wanted   to   make  
today   so   memorable   for   you.   You’re   putting   up   with   so   much.”  
 

I   rolled   my   eyes.   “Please.   I   feel   like   I’m   on   an   adventure.”  
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“Good.   Um…”   he   drew   out.   Jasper   licked   his   bottom   lip   again.   “I   was   wondering,   or  

rather,   I   hoped   you   would   move   in   with   me   when   we   get   back   to   Dallas.   I   know   we   haven’t   really  
talked   about   what   happens   after   this,   but   I   want   that   to   be   our   next   step.   And   I   totally   understand  
if   you   need   some   time   to   consider   it,   and   I   don’t   expect   an   answer   right   away.”  
 

Nodding   my   head   gravely,   I   peeked   at   him   from   underneath   my   eyelashes.   “Okay,   let   me  
think   about   it   a   little.”  
 

Instantly,   Jasper   looked   panicked,   but   he   tried   to   keep   it   from   his   tone   and   expression.  
“Oh!   Yeah,   of   course,   darlin!   Take   as   long   as   you   need-”   
 

Giggling,   reaching   for   his   hand.   “We’ve   been   living   together   for   months.   Yes.   I’ll   move   in  
with   you,   you   idiot.”   I   smirked,   realizing   this   was   why   he   had   been   anxious   all   day.   Jasper   had  
been   building   up   to   this   moment.  
 

He   laughed,   letting   out   a   huffing   breath   as   he   leaned   forward.   Running   his   fingers  
through   his   thick   hair,   he   glanced   up   at   me   with   a   small   smirk.   “First,   I   love   you   so   much.   Thank  
you.   I   can’t   wait   to   have   a   real   home   with   you.   Second,   I’m   going   to   beat   your   ass   for   calling   me  
an   idiot.”  
 

“Oo!   Right   now?”   I   asked   cheerfully   with   a   big   devilish   grin.  
 

Retrieving   his   credit   card,   he   shoved   it   hastily   into   his   wallet.   “Yes,   right   now.   I’ve   been  
freaking   out   for   a   week   about   this,   and   you   make   jokes   like   the   little   wise-ass   you   are,”   he  
chided.   Jasper   wasn’t   angry,   though.   We   were   about   to   have   a   lot   of   fun.   Grabbing   my   chin,   he  
yanked   me   towards   him   for   a   deep   and   forceful   kiss.  
 

“Why   were   you?”   I   asked   when   he   pulled   away,   resting   my   forehead   on   his.   “You   had   to  
know   the   answer.   I’m   yours.   I   belong   to   you.”  
 

His   fingers   wrapped   around   the   back   of   my   neck,   pushing   his   lips   against   my   forehead  
and   then   my   nose,   brushing   his   own   along   it.   “I   feel   the   same   way.”   We   kissed   for   a   long   minute  
before   he   stood   up,   taking   both   of   my   hands.   “Come   on,   little   girl.   You   have   such   a   rude   mouth.   I  
think   I’ll   have   to   find   something   for   it   to   do.”  
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Chapter   Fifteen:   In   an   Office  
 

Another   month   passed.   We   took   a   second   overnight   trip   to   New   York   City,   but   this   time   I  
got   us   a   room   in   a   cute   bed-and-breakfast   outside   Manhattan.   Jasper   took   me   to   a   play   and   a  
nice   dinner,   though.   He   tried   his   best   to   give   me   any   romance   he   could   when   we   got   the   time.  
 

He   came   home   on   a   Monday,   not   long   after,   and   it   was   clear   he   was   distracted   as   soon  
as   he   walked   in   the   door.   But   it   was   a   late   evening,   almost   ten.   Purple   circles   were   under   his  
bright   blue   eyes.   Jasper   plopped   his   briefcase   onto   the   dresser,   removing   his   gun   holster   as  
well   without   saying   anything.  
 

“Hey,   baby,”   I   called   from   the   bed   where   I   was   working   on   editing.   It   was   the   sixth   time   I  
had   gone   over   the   whole   cop   story,   and   I   felt   it   was   the   best   I   could   do   on   my   own.   I   also   spent  
part   of   the   afternoon   looking   at   stuff   about   Bree   Tanner.   But   I   did   that   a   lot.   I   couldn’t   stop  
thinking   about   her.   Every   evening,   I   hoped   he   would   come   home   and   tell   me   they   found   her.  
“How   was   your   day?”  
 

“Long,”   he   mumbled   as   he   pulled   off   his   tie.   Leaning   his   head   back,   he   rolled   it   from   one  
side   to   the   other.   “Tomorrow,   you’ll   need   to   go   with   me   up   to   the   station.”  
 

“Oh,   um,   okay.   Why?”   I   questioned,   closing   my   laptop   to   give   him   my   full   attention.  
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Jasper   sighed   softly,   finally   looking   at   me.   He   forced   an   awkward   smile.   “The   DA’s   are  

ready   to   ask   you   some   questions.   They   also   want   to   prepare   you   for   what   will   happen   in   the  
trial.”  
 

I   took   a   deep   breath,   my   chest   tightening   slightly.   “Are   they   really   going   to   call   me   to   the  
stand?”   I   already   knew   the   answer,   but   I   still   needed   to   say   the   words   out   loud.   He   nodded   his  
head.   “I   didn’t   do   anything.”  
 

“You   gave   us   what   we   lacked.   A   connection.   That’s   enough.   The   jury   will   want   to   know  
how   and   why   you   figured   it   out.   If   we   don’t,   they   will.   Either   way,   you   will   be   questioned.”  
 

I   shrugged.   “I’m   a   boring   nerd   who   likes   research   and   was   trying   to   learn   about   my  
boyfriend’s   case.   I   don’t   know   how   many   more   ways   I’ll   have   to   explain   it.”  
 

“Which   is   exactly   what   they   will   want   you   to   articulate,   just   probably   not   like   that.”   He   sat  
at   the   end   of   the   bed,   kicking   off   his   shoes   as   he   did   so.  
 

“As   a   writer,   I   often   research,   which   I   enjoy.   In   doing   so   for   my   latest   novel,   I   came  
across   a   cold   case   that   was   eerily   similar   to   the   one   my   romantic   partner   was   working   on.   I  
merely   informed   him   of   my   interesting   findings,   and   he   made   the   connection   himself   because   he  
is   a   brilliant   doctor   and   detective,”   I   spoke   in   my   best   professional   voice   as   I   crawled   up   behind  
him   and   wrapped   my   arms   around   his   neck.  
 

“Mm,   yeah.   That’s   a   little   better,”   he   murmured,   turning   his   head   to   the   side   to   kiss   my  
cheek   lightly.   “They   know   about   your   stories,   though.”  
 

“Okay.   I   kind   of   figured,”   I   laughed   gently.   “They’re   the   FBI.   Don’t   y’all   know   everything?”  
 

“They’ll   ask   you   questions   about   it.”   I   just   shrugged.   “I   only   want   to   warn   you,   it   might   be  
uncomfortable.”  
 

I   squeezed   his   shoulders.   “Is   that   what   happened   at   work   today?”  
 

“Mmhmm,”   he   grumbled   quietly.   “There   isn’t   anything   wrong   with   it.   I   don’t   want   to   hurt  
anyone.   I   just   had   to   discuss   that   sometimes   my   companion   and   I   engage   in   violent   sex.   And  
yes,   we   both   enjoy   it.”  
 

In   answer,   I   made   a   face.   “We’re   not   that   crazy.   We’re   not   even   into   weird   BDSM   stuff.  
We’re   only   into   the   standard   kinks.”  
 

He   chuckled.   “I   agree.”   He   leaned   his   head   against   my   shoulder.   “I   had   to   explain   a   lot   of  
terms   to   my   boss   I   didn’t   want   to.   All   while   Sam   was   trying   not   to   laugh   like   a   child.”  
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Grimacing,   I   ran   my   fingers   through   his   hair.   “He   knows   about   us,   though.   He   saw   the  

toys   when   he   brought   your   stuff   back,   I’m   sure.”  
 

Jasper   nodded.   “He   does.   And   he   thinks   it’s   the   funniest   thing   because   I’m   so  
straight-laced,   and   you’re   literally   pure   sugar.”   I   giggled   at   his   words.   “He’s   been   quietly   giving  
me   shit   for   months.   He   asked   if   you   called   me   ‘Daddy’   today.”   
 

I   cackled.   “Not   yet,”   I   teased.   “Oh,   Daddy!   I’ve   been   such   a   bad   girl,”   I   began   in   his   ear   in  
the   sweetest,   most   innocent   voice   I   could.   He   laughed,   turning   so   he   could   throw   me   onto   the  
mattress.   “Yay!”  
 

“Well,   you   are   my   little   girl,”   he   flirted,   leaning   forward   to   kiss   my   lips.   I   scratched   my  
nails   down   the   back   of   his   neck.   “You   should   have   seen   their   faces   when   I   had   to   explain   that   I  
enjoy   being   dominated,   too.”  
 

I   rolled   my   eyes.   “I   think   you’re   just   humoring   me   and   enjoy   a   little   pain.”  
 

Smoothing   his   thumb   over   my   bottom   lip,   he   moved   it   over   my   cheek.   “No.   I   love   serving  
my   Goddess.   But   only   you.”   He   kissed   my   forehead.   “I   trust   you.”   
 

Closing   my   eyes,   I   grinned.   He   didn’t   have   to   say   anything   else.   I   understood.   “Honestly,  
I   don’t   care   what   they   ask   me.   I’m   not   ashamed   of   what   we   do,   and   I’m   not   embarrassed.”  
 

“Neither   am   I,”   Jasper   promised.  
 

The   next   morning,   I   got   dressed   and   had   breakfast   with   him.   We   picked   up   a   quick   meal,  
eating   in   the   parking   lot   as   we   watched   the   sun   come   up.   I   clipped   his   badge   onto   his   blazer,   his  
guns   already   in   their   holster   underneath.   I   think   he   was   more   nervous   than   I   was   about   the  
whole   thing,   but   I   couldn’t   understand   why.   Perhaps   he   was   just   overprotective.  
 

I   signed   in   and   was   given   a   temporary   badge.   Jasper   held   my   hand   until   we   got   to   the  
office   I   needed   to   go   to.   Lightly,   he   kissed   my   forehead.   “Text   me   when   you   get   a   break,   and   I’ll  
take   you   to   lunch.”  
 

“Do   you   think   I’ll   be   here   that   long?”   I   asked   in   surprise.  
 

“If   not   tomorrow,   too.”  
 
Somehow,   I   kept   myself   from   pouting.   “How   many   questions   can   they   have?”  

 
“All   of   them,”   he   responded   before   knocking   on   the   door   for   me.   A   woman   with   light  

strawberry   blond   hair   that   I   recognized   from   the   bar   answered   the   door   with   a   smile.   It   was   the  
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lady   that   Jasper   described   as   boring.   “Ms.   Rachelle,   nice   to   see   you   again.   Have   a   nice   day,  
darlin,”   he   said   to   me   before   kissing   my   cheek.   “Let   me   know   if   you   need   anything.”  
 

“Don’t   worry,   Dr.   Hale.   I’ll   take   good   care   of   her,”   she   remarked   with   a   chuckle.   “Ms.  
Swan,   thank   you   for   coming   in.   Can   I   get   you   something   to   drink?”  
 

Ducking   my   head,   I   smiled   politely   in   return.   “No,   thanks.”  
 

She   led   me   into   a   room   with   a   table   and   two   sets   of   chairs.   They   set   a   camera   up   to  
record   what   we   were   doing.   There   was   a   stack   of   papers   an   inch   thick   waiting   for   us.   “So,   my  
name   is   Bryce   Rachelle.   To   let   you   know   a   little   about   myself,   I’m   the   Assistant   District   Attorney  
working   on   this   case,   one   of   many.   I’ve   been   dealing   with   this   since   the   beginning.   I’ve   even  
been   on   some   others   in   Rochester,   but   I   didn’t   realize   that   at   the   time.”  
 

“Oh,   wow.   The   missing   girl’s   cases?”   I   inquired   curiously.   She   nodded   in   an   answer   as  
we   sat   down   at   the   table.   She   turned   on   the   camera.   “Did   you   work   on   the   Bree   Tanner   case?”  
She   nodded   again,   not   saying   anything   as   she   shuffled   some   files   around.   “I   wish   I   could   ask  
you   questions   about   that.”  
 

“Why?”   She   looked   up   at   me   in   surprise.   
 

“I’m   just   so   curious   about   what   happened   to   her.   It’s   like   a   novel   without   an   ending.   And   I  
want   to   write   the   conclusion,   you   know?   And   it   would   be   nice   to   give   her   mom   some   peace.   Can  
you   imagine   her   pain?”  
 

She   smiled   understandingly.   “Yeah.   I   can’t…   Poor   woman.”   Ms.   Rachelle   shook   her  
head   as   if   it   pained   her   before   giving   me   another   smile.   “I   really   can’t   talk   about   that.   But  
hopefully   one   day   we’ll   be   able   to   complete   the   ending,   to   use   your   analogy.   Anyway,   let’s   get  
started.   We’ll   begin   with   just   asking   you   some   basic   questions.”  
 

“Yes,   ma’am.”  
 

“Can   you   state   your   full   name   and   date   of   birth   for   the   record,   please?”  
 

That   kind   of   interrogation   took   up   most   of   our   morning.   At   noon,   Ms.   Rachelle   stood   up  
from   the   table   to   turn   off   the   camera.   “We’ll   take   an   hour   for   lunch.”  
 

The   first   thing   I   did   when   I   walked   out   of   her   office   was   send   a   message   to   my   boyfriend.  
I   realized   then   that   I   had   a   missed   call   from   my   publisher.   I   returned   it   while   I   waited   for   Jasper.  
 

“Hello!”   Eric   began   cheerfully.  
 

“Hi,   this   is   Isabella   Swan.”  
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“Yes!   Thank   you   for   getting   back   to   me   so   quickly.   I   just   wanted   to   update   you   on   a   few  

things,”   he   said   in   a   rush.   I   could   hear   traffic   in   the   background.   It   definitely   sounded   like   New  
York   City.  
 

“Okay,”   I   drawled.  
 

“First,   our   editors   have   gone   over   your   novel   and   have   got   some   corrections   for   you   to  
approve.   It’s   mainly   typos,   but   we   still   want   your   say-so   on   everything.   Also,   would   you   like   to   do  
a   dedication   page?”  
 

Jasper   walked   down   the   hall,   smiling   at   me   as   he   did.   My   answer   was   simple.   “Yes.   I’d  
love   to   do   one.   I   have   something   in   mind,   actually.”  
 

“Great.   Just   email   it   to   me,   and   I’ll   put   it   in   there.   Plus,   I   wanted   to   let   you   know   I’ve   got  
your   advance   ready.   It   should   pop   up   in   your   account   in   the   next   day   or   two!”   He   informed   me  
brightly,   excited   to   let   me   know.   “I   don’t   know   how   fast   your   bank   is.   But   keep   an   eye   out.”  
 

“Oh,   wow!”   I   stated   for   the   second   time   in   a   day   for   a   wildly   different   reason.   “That’s  
awesome.   Thank   you.”  
 

“Also,   well,   there   was   something   else   I   wished   to   discuss   with   you.   I’d   rather   do   it   in  
person,   but   since   I   have   you   right   now.”  
 

My   boyfriend   curiously   looked   at   me.   I   mouthed   the   word   ‘Yorkie,’   and   he   nodded   in  
understanding.   He   leaned   against   the   wall,   giving   me   the   time   I   needed.   “Okay.   What’s   up?”  
 

“I   just   finished   reading   everything   on   that   flash   drive   you   gave   me,   and   I   agree   with   your  
man.   Your   unnamed   novel   needs   to   be   your   next   book.   It   is   the   perfect   follow-up.”  
 

“I’m   so   glad   you   liked   it,”   I   whispered.  
 

“Bella,   I   love   it!   So   much,   in   fact,   that   I   showed   it   to   my   bosses.   We’d   like   to   expand   your  
contract.   Another   three   books,   twenty-five   a   piece   advance   upon   completion   of   the   editing  
process,   same   royalties   as   before.”  
 

My   hand   flew   to   mouth,   and   I   tried   to   keep   myself   from   crying,   but   it   was   hard   not   to.   A  
big   fat   tear   rolled   down   my   cheek.   I   had   to   close   my   eyes.   Swiftly,   I   wiped   it   away.   “Oh…   that’s-”  
I   let   out   a   shaky   breath.   “Are   you   just   interested   in   that   one   on   the   flash   drive?”  
 

He   chuckled.   “Oh,   no.   But   we   want   that   one   next.   Your   teen   novels   are   entertaining,   but  
we   think   we’d   like   to   publish   those   under   a   different   name.   Maybe   don’t   want   to   have   murder  
and   kid’s   books   linked.”  
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I   laughed.   “Yeah,   that’s   understandable.   That’s   what   I   do.”  
 
“Good.   So   it   won’t   be   a   problem.   That   will   be   later,   though.   Next   year.   We’ll   split   up   your  

publishing   to   get   the   most   coverage.   Anyway,   this   is   why   I   wanted   to   discuss   this   in   person.  
There   is   a   lot   to   go   over.   Questions   on   both   sides,   I’m   sure.   I   just   wanted   to   see   if   that’s  
something   you   would   be   interested   in.”  
 

“Yes,   it   is,”   I   responded   right   away.   Everything   was   going   so   well,   and   I   couldn’t   turn  
down   that   much   money.  
 

“Great!   So,   I’m   busy   for   the   next   couple   of   days,   but   I   can   head   to   Albany   this   weekend  
for   a   meeting   unless   you’d   like   to   come   to   me.”  
 

I   pushed   off   the   wall   and   took   Jasper’s   hand   so   we   could   walk   towards   the   canteen.  
“Actually,   I’m   doing   stuff   for   the   Tracker   trial.   I   don’t   know   how   long   I’ll   be   unavailable,   so   this  
weekend   might   be   better.”  
 

“Oh!   How   fascinating!   You’ll   have   to   tell   me   about   it…   Saturday?”  
 

“Yeah,   that   works.   I’ll   see   you   then.”  
 
“Until   then,”   he   declared   before   he   hung   up.   

 
I   turned   off   my   phone   and   stuck   it   in   my   purse   before   I   looked   at   my   boyfriend.   I   flung  

myself   at   himself.   “They   want   to   sign   me   for   another   three   books!”  
 

His   expression   lit   up.   Jasper   spun   me   around   once,   kissing   me   as   he   did.   He   didn’t   care  
that   we   were   in   the   middle   of   the   FBI   office.   “YES!   I   am   so   proud   of   you!   I   told   you!”  
 

“They   want   to   buy   your   book   next.   It’s   so   good   because   of   you.   Thank   you   for   helping  
me   so   much,”   I   confessed   as   I   buried   my   face   in   his   neck.  
 

“You   really   need   to   name   that,”   he   chuckled   happily.  
 

“Ugh,   it’s   the   hardest   part.   You   do   it.”  
 

Jasper   laughed   a   little   louder.   “I’ll   think   about   it.”   Finally,   he   put   me   down   to   my   feet.  
“Um…”   He   scratched   the   back   of   his   head,   almost   timidly.   “So,   ready   to   have   some   government  
food?”  
 

“How   bad   is   it?”  
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“Not   terrible.   Better   than   hospital   fare.   They’ve   got   a   decent   pie.   No   good   cakes,  
though.”  
 

I   pretended   to   clutch   my   pearls.   “For   shame!   We   should   get   some   tonight.   And   some  
champagne   to   celebrate.   I’m   buying.”  
 

“We’ll   definitely   celebrate,”   he   agreed.   “Why   don’t   I   take   you   out?   We   hardly   ever   go  
anywhere.”  
 

“Oh,   Daddy’s   gonna   take   me   out   to-”   Jasper   poked   my   rib,   making   me   dissolve   into  
giggles.   “You   want   to   go   out   and   get   cheese   fries   and   drinks?”  
 

“I’ll   take   you   anywhere,   and   you   wanna   go   to   a   cop   bar?”   he   questioned   with   a  
disappointed   sigh.   He   would   have   liked   a   four-star   restaurant   better.   I   grinned   at   him   innocently.  
“Yeah,   okay.   You   know   how   much   I   like   cheese   fries.”  
 

After   our   quick   lunch,   he   walked   me   back   to   the   DA’s   office.   She   was   waiting   for   me   with  
the   door   open   at   her   desk   with   a   sandwich.   Ms.   Rachelle   smiled   at   me   pleasantly.  
 

“Right   on   time,”   she   beamed.   She   dusted   her   hands   off   and   put   her   food   away.  
 

“I’ll   see   you   this   evening.   I’ll   sneak   out   when   you’re   done,   and   we’ll   go   celebrate,”   he  
whispered   before   giving   me   a   quick   kiss   on   the   lips.   He   looked   at   the   attorney.   “Have   a   good  
day,   ladies.”  
 

“You   too,   Dr.   Hale!”   She   called.   “He   seems   like   a   great   boyfriend,”   she   said   to   me   more  
softly   after   I   shut   the   door   behind   me.  
 

“The   best   I’ve   ever   had.”  
 

We   walked   back   into   the   room   with   the   camera,   and   she   turned   it   on.   She   sat   down   in  
front   of   me,   flipping   his   hair   over   her   shoulder   as   she   looked   at   her   notes.   “Okay.   So   I   would   like  
to   talk   to   you   now   about   your   career.”  
 

“Yes,   ma’am.”  
 

“It   seems   you   distribute   a   lot   of   work   under   many   names.”  
 

“I   do.”  
 

She   flipped   a   page   and   picked   up   a   pen.   “I’d   like   to   discuss   your   work   published   under  
the   pseudonym   ‘Maria   Bell.’   This   is   a   name   you   self-publish   under,   correct?”   The   woman   looked  
at   me   seriously.  
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Quickly,   I   nodded.   “Yes,   it   is.”  

 
“Can   you   describe   the   nature   of   the   novels   printed   under   this   name?”   She   wrote  

something   down   and   crossed   out   another   before   looking   up   at   me   expectantly.  
 

“Erotic   romance,”   I   stated   plainly.  
 

The   DA   scribbled   something   else   down.   “And   how   many   of   these   books   have   you  
written?”  
 

“Uh…”   I   drew   out   and   laughed.   “I’m   not   honestly   sure.   A   lot.   I   also   publish   short   stories  
and   novellas   on   my   website.”   I   smiled   at   her.   “I’m   sorry.   I   can   get   a   list   and   give   you   a   definite  
answer   tomorrow.   I   didn’t   realize   this   would   be   a   question.   Would   you   like   one   of   all   of   my  
self-published   works?”   I   offered.   I   wanted   to   be   as   helpful   as   possible.  
 

She   returned   my   smile.   “Yes,   please.   Thank   you.   Um,   I’d   like   to   talk   more   about   the  
genre   in   which   you   describe   as   ‘erotic   romance.’   Some   stories   involve   elements   of   bondage   and  
other   sexual   acts   that   some   may   consider   ‘violent.’   Would   you   agree   with   this   statement?”  
 

I   straightened   up   in   my   chair,   holding   my   chin   high   as   I   did.   “Yes,   I   would.   I   agree   some  
may   deem   it   violent.   That’s   because   they   don’t   understand   what’s   going   on   between   two  
consenting   adults,   though.”  
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Chapter   Sixteen:   In   my   Purse  
 

At   six   o’clock,   Ms.   Rachelle   finally   turned   the   camera   off   again.   We   had   just   finished  
discussing   my   relationship   at   length.   We   went   over   the   ‘when’   and   ‘how’   it   started.   And   we  
covered   our   sexual   practices   in   the   most   exceptional   detail.   It   stressed   poor   Jasper   out,   but   I  
thought   it   was   funny.   It   was   hard   to   keep   my   amused   snickers   in.  
 

“Alright,   Ms.   Swan,   I   have   more   questions   for   you.   Will   you   be   able   to   come   in   again  
tomorrow?   At   the   same   time?”   She   asked   as   she   wrote   a   note.  
 

I   nodded   my   head   quickly.   “Yes,   ma’am.   I   can.   May   I   ask   how   many   more   days   do   you  
think   I’ll   have   to   come   in?   I   have   a   business   meeting   planned   for   Saturday,   and   I   want   to   make  
sure   I   can   make   it.”  
 

She   smiled   at   my   eagerness   to   be   helpful.   “We   should   finish   up   tomorrow,   hopefully.”  
 

“Perfect,”   I   answered   as   I   stood   from   the   table   and   picked   up   my   purse.   “Anything   else  
besides   that   list   I   need   to   bring?”  
 

“No,   I   don’t   think   so.   Thank   you   for   being   so   open   with   us,   Ms.   Swan.   I   know   we’re  
asking   some   invasive   questions,   but   you   understand   the   nature   of   the   case.”  
 

“No,   it’s   fine,”   I   promised.   She   opened   the   door   for   me.   “Have   a   good   night.”  
 

Jasper   was   waiting   for   me,   leaning   against   the   wall   across   from   the   entrance.   He   smiled  
when   he   saw   me.   “Perfect   timing.   I   just   got   off.   Do   you   want   to   go   home   to   get   freshened   up  
first?”  
 

“No,   I’m   starving,”   I   mumbled,   resting   against   him   as   I   wrapped   my   arm   around   his.  
“We’ll   have   dinner,   have   a   couple   of   drinks,   stop   by   the   store   for   some   wine   and   cake   on   the  
way   home,   and   continue   this   celebration   in   private?”  
 

“Perfect,”   he   agreed.   “But,   I   already   got   one   and   some   champagne   in   the   car.”   I   looked  
over   at   him   in   surprise.   “Delivery   is   so   handy.   It’s   a   Japanese   strawberry   cream   cake.   I   thought  
we   could   try   something   different.”  
 

“Oh,   how   fancy!”   I   grinned.   “Thank   you.   So   thoughtful.”  
 

He   pulled   his   badge   from   his   chest   and   put   it   in   his   pocket   as   we   walked   outside.   “I  
wanted   to   get   my   beautiful   girl   something   nicer   than   the   paltry   grocery   store   by   the   apartment  
offered.   You   deserve   it.”   Jasper   put   his   hand   on   my   lower   back.   “By   the   way,”   he   leaned   in   and  
whispered   in   my   ear,   “you’re   so   sexy   in   this   skirt.”  
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Smiling,   I   bumped   my   hip   into   his.   “I   wore   it   one   of   the   first   times   we   were   together,”   I  

replied   with   a   smirk,   glancing   up   at   him.   He   looked   down   at   me   so   warmly.  
 

“I   know.   It’s   one   of   my   favorites.”  
 

He   put   his   guns   in   his   briefcase,   then   came   to   open   the   door   for   me.   Before   allowing   me  
inside,   Jasper   brought   me   into   a   gentle   kiss.   His   fingers   twisted   in   my   curls   as   his   hand   slid  
down   to   my   ass.   He   gave   it   a   big   squeeze.  
 

“Get   me   drunk   and   use   me   tonight,”   I   told   him   against   his   lips,   still   grinning.  
 

“Mm,   with   pleasure,   darlin.”  
 

The   parking   lot   wasn’t   as   busy   as   New   Year’s   Eve.   It   was   early   on   a   Tuesday,   though.  
There   were   only   a   few   police   cars   and   a   handful   of   regular   ones.   Several   of   the   officers   greeted  
us   as   we   walked   in.   They   were   smoking   outside   like   before.   The   weather   was   much   more  
pleasant.   May   was   delightful.   Especially   at   night.   I   loved   it.  
 

We   sat   at   a   table   in   a   corner.   A   waitress   hurried   to   us   right   away,   giving   us   a   menu.  
Jasper   didn’t   look   at   it.   He   didn’t   have   to.   He   came   enough   for   lunch.  
 

“I’ll   take   a   martini   to   start.   What   about   you?”   He   asked   with   a   smile,   reaching   for   my  
hand.   It   felt   so   different   from   the   first   time   we   came.   He   was   so   relaxed.  
 

“I’ll   try   the   rum   punch,”   I   answered,   looking   at   the   happy   hour   specials.   “Can   we   have   a  
basket   of   cheese   fries?”  
 

“Sure,”   she   replied   before   bounding   away.  
 

Jasper   brought   my   knuckles   up   to   kiss.   He   was   smiling   at   me   so   proud.   “So,   we’ll   have  
to   do   something   huge   to   celebrate   when   you   get   published.   We   should   start   planning   now.   What  
would   you   like   to   do?”  
 

“Oh!”   I   laughed,   putting   my   chin   on   my   knuckles   as   I   gazed   at   him.   “I   don’t   know.  
Something   wildly   naughty.”  
 

He   chuckled,   nodding   his   head.   “I   think   I   can   handle   that.”   My   boyfriend   winked,   kissing  
my   palm   lightly.   “Why   don’t   you   write   some   scenes   for   inspiration,   Isabella?”   He   asked,   looking  
at   me   from   underneath   his   eyelashes.  

 
“I   think   I   can   handle   that,”   I   repeated   his   words   with   a   grin.   I   felt   a   hand   on   my   back.  

Turning   around   automatically,   I   realized   it   was   Sam.   I   smiled   at   him   brightly.   “Hi!”  
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“Hello,   sugar.   It’s   always   good   to   see   you.   We   were   wondering   if   we   would   see   you   out  

here   again!”   He   teased   me   gently.  
 

“It’s   my   fault.   She’s   wanted   to,”   Jasper   told   his   friend.   “I’ve   been   too   tired   to   do   anything,  
but   we’re   celebrating   a   little   tonight.”  
 

Leaning   in,   he   gave   a   rueful   grin.   “Oh,   what   are   we   celebrating,   hm?”  
 

“My   publisher   wants   to   expand   my   contract   to   four   books,   and   I’ll   get   my   first   advance  
this   week.   So,   sit   down,   and   I’ll   buy   you   a   drink.   And   some   dinner,   too.”  
 

He   put   his   hand   on   his   chest.   “Well,   thank   you!   I   don’t   mind   if   I   do,”   he   answered   as   he  
pulled   up   a   chair   beside   me.   Jasper   rolled   his   eyes,   not   exactly   pleased.   “Don’t   worry,   I’ve  
already   eaten.   I’m   just   staying   for   a   drink,”   he   promised   with   a   chuckle.   “I   realize   this   was   going  
to   be   a   private   party.”  
 

“No,   the   real   celebration   will   be   later,   and   you   won’t   be   invited   to   that,”   he   mumbled  
under   his   breath   before   smirking.   The   waitress   brought   his   martini   and   my   punch.  
 

“Oh,   you’re   not   that   kinky?”   He   said   dryly.   My   boyfriend   kicked   his   shin.   “Fuck,”   he  
murmured   in   pain.   Our   confused   waitress   looked   at   him.   “I’ll   take   another   beer,   honey,”   Sam  
informed   her,   holding   up   his   hand.   She   knew   exactly   the   kind   he   wanted   without   even   glancing  
at   his   bottle.  
 

“Put   it   on   my   tab,”   I   told   her   quickly.  
 

“It’s   adorable   how   you   think   you’ll   pay   for   a   thing   tonight,”   my   boyfriend   told   me   as   he  
took   a   sip   of   his   drink.   He   licked   his   lips.   “We’re   celebrating   you.   I’m   buying   it.”  
 

“Hell   no,   you’re   not.   I   just   made   a   shitload   of   money   today.   I   want   to.”  
 

“Isabella-”  
 

“Oh,   no,   you   don’t,”   I   laughed,   making   him   smirk.   “You   already   bought   the   cake!   And   I  
bet   it   was   way   more   expensive   than   this.   I   want   to.   Let   me   treat   you.”  
 

Sam   raised   his   beer.   “Yeah,   man!   Let   her!   She   wants   to.”  
 

His   friend   looked   at   him   with   a   slightly   annoyed   scowl,   shaking   his   head   as   he   rolled   his  
eyes.   “We’ll   see.”  
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I   picked   up   a   small   white   cocktail   napkin   from   the   table,   balled   it   up,   and   threw   it   at   his  
face.   “No.   I   don’t   care   if   you   don’t   like   it.   I’m   paying.”  
 

“We’ll   see,”   he   repeated   wryly.   He   tossed   it   back   at   me.  
 

“Stubborn,”   I   complained,   rolling   my   eyes,   too.  
 

“Be   careful.   You   might   just   earn   a   spanking,   Doc,”   his   friend   teased   softly   under   his  
breath.  
 

Slowly,   I   turned   to   stare   at   him.   My   expression   was   dead   serious   as   I   leaned   in.   “Look,  
Sam,   I   like   you.   I   really   do.   But   if   you   continue   to   give   Jasper   a   hard   time   about   all   the   incredible  
ways   he   gets   me   off,   I   will   take   you   out   behind   this   bar   and   beat   you   like   a   redheaded   stepchild  
and   then   never   feed   you   again.   Do   you   understand   me?”   My   voice   was   low   and   threatening,  
with   each   word   calm   and   even.  
 

His   big   black   eyes   got   wider   with   shock.   “Yes,   ma’am.   I   apologize.   I   am   very   sorry.   It   will  
never   happen   again,”   he   replied   right   away,   sitting   back   in   his   chair.   I   had   truly   shaken   him.  
 

“He   will   tell   me   if   it   does.   I’m   serious.”  
 

“I   understand.”  
 

Jasper’s   mouth   hung   open   in   surprise.   “You   complete   piece   of   shit.   Seriously,   that’s   all   it  
takes?   I   could   beat   your   ass   at   any   time.”  
 

“You   won’t,   though.   And   more   importantly,   she   will   stop   feeding   me,”   he   answered   before  
shrugging.   “That’s   far   worse.”  
 

My   man   took   a   long   drag   of   his   drink.   “You’re   more   spoiled   than   I   am.”  
 

“That   ain’t   true,   and   we   both   fucking   know   it,”   he   remarked,   finishing   his   beer   just   in   time  
for   the   waitress   to   bring   another   and   some   fries.   Good,   I   wanted   him   pampered.  
 

After   we   ate   our   meal,   another   couple   came   into   the   bar.   I   barely   noticed,   though.   I   was  
having   too   much   flirting   with   Jasper   and   making   fun   of   his   friend.   But   Sam   couldn’t   keep   his  
eyes   off   of   them.  
 

“What   are   you   gawking   at?”   My   man   questioned.   “You’re   not   subtle   at   all.”  
 

“The   hot   DA   has   a   new   boyfriend,”   he   whispered,   openly   watching.   “Oh,   they’re   coming  
this   way,”   he   stammered   as   he   quickly   looked   straight   ahead.  
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“Hello,   Ms.   Rachelle.   It’s   nice   to   see   you   again,”   Jasper   said   pleasantly.  
 

She   was   dressed   prettily   in   a   tight   mini   dress   and   was   leaning   against   a   handsome   man  
with   long   blonde   hair   that   went   to   his   shoulders.   His   was   dirtier,   darker.   His   jawline   was   strong,  
and   he   had   an   unusual   shiny   steel   gray   eye   color.   When   he   studied   me,   they   moved   across   my  
entire   body.   It   made   me   feel   warm   and   slightly   embarrassed.   
 

“Dr.   Hale!   Special   agent-”   She   paused,   looking   at   Sam.   “I’m   sorry,   I   know   your   name.   It’s  
just   slipped   my   mind.   I   apologize,   I   work   with   so   many   people.”  
 

He   appeared   slightly   deflated,   not   that   he   would   ever   go   after   her   or   even   had   a   chance  
if   he   did.   But   I   was   sure   he   spoke   to   her   often.   “Special   Agent   Samuel   Uley,   ma’am.”  
 

“Right,”   she   laughed   awkwardly,   leaning   her   head   against   her   boyfriend’s   shoulder.   “Um,  
this   is   Riley.”  
 

“Nice   to   meet   you,”   my   two   male   companions   responded   in   unison.   Jasper   cleared   his  
throat.   “This   is   my   partner,   Bella,”   he   introduced   me   to   the   new   gentleman   in   the   baseball   jersey.  
 

“Yes,   I’ve   heard   all   about   you,”   he   stated   to   me,   nodding   his   head   as   he   looked   me   over  
once   more.   He   softened   his   smile   before   glancing   at   his   girlfriend.   “She   was   telling   me   about   her  
day,”   he   explained,   pressing   a   kiss   to   her   forehead   lovingly.   “Such   a   gruesome   case.   I   can’t  
even   imagine.”  
 

“Are   you   in   law   enforcement   as   well?”   Sam   asked,   just   trying   to   make   conversation.   I  
was   glad   I   didn’t   have   to.   It   was   awkward   enough   with   everything   we   had   discussed.   I   wondered  
how   much   she   had   told   her   man.   It   probably   explained   why   he   was   looking   at   me   funny.   I   was  
the   kinky   slut   that   found   a   killer.   It   would   make   for   some   exciting   pillow   talk,   I   had   to   admit.  
 

There   were   worse   things   in   the   world   to   be,   I   suppose.  
 

He   nodded   his   head   quickly.   “I’m   just   a   beat   cop   for   now,   but,   uh,   I’m   working   my   way   up  
the   ladder,”   he   answered   almost   cockily.   The   DA   looked   up   at   him,   her   smile   bright.   “Anyway,  
we’ll   let   you   enjoy   your   evening.”  
 

“I’ll   see   you   tomorrow,   Ms.   Swan,”   she   promised   before   they   left.   “We   have   so   much  
more   work   to   do.   Oh…   Dr.   Hale,   I’ll   have   some   follow-up   questions   for   you   later   this   week.”  
 

“I   expected   as   much,”   he   replied   with   a   slight   grimace.   He   finished   his   martini,   the   empty  
glass   clinking   on   the   wooden   table.   I   felt   a   little   bad   for   him.  
 



/

“Yeah,   I   should   shove   off,   too.   I’m   wiped,   and   I   wanted   to   talk   to   the   missus   before   I  
knock   out,”   Sam   declared   as   he   stretched   his   arms   over   his   head   to   pop   his   back.   “Thanks   for  
the   drink,   sweetheart.”  
 

“Sure,”   I   acknowledged   before   leaning   forward   to   look   him   in   the   eye.   I   lowered   my   voice  
once   again.   “Just…   remember   what   I   said.”  
 

Sam   looked   at   me,   then   his   former   partner   before   shaking   dramatically.   “I’ve   dealt   with  
mob   bosses.   And   yet…   She’s   a   little   unnerving.”  
 

“Yeah,   isn’t   it   hot?”   Jasper   joked,   making   his   friend   laugh.   “Yeah,   you   better   be   nice   to  
me.   I   don’t   mind   siccing   her   on   you.   She’ll   poison   your   dinner,   and   I’ll   hide   the   body.   We’re  
unstoppable   together.   Then   she’ll   write   an   amazing   story   about   it   and   sell   a   million   copies.”  
 

Throwing   his   head   back,   he   laughed   loudly.   He   clapped   him   on   the   shoulder.   “God,   that  
is   utterly   terrifying.   I   will   have   nightmares   tonight.”   He   came   over   and   gave   me   a   gentle   kiss   on  
the   cheek.   “Goodnight,   sweetie.   Congrats   on   your   book   deal.   That’s   really   cool,   and   I’m   proud   of  
you.   I   want   a   signed   copy.”  
 

“I   will   be   happy   to   sign   whatever   book   of   mine   you   pay   full   price   for,   preferably   a  
pre-ordered   one.”  
 

“I   will   be   the   first   to   buy   one.”  
 
“No,   you   won’t,”   Jasper   told   him   firmly,   looking   at   me   as   he   did.   We   smiled   at   each.  

 
Sam   left   us   alone.   The   bar   was   almost   empty.   I   realized   the   only   other   women   in   the  

place   were   the   DA   and   the   waitresses.   I   quickly   finished   my   third   rum   punch   as   I   got   an   idea.   It  
made   me   warm   and   tipsy.   Gently,   I   skimmed   the   tip   of   my   shoe   across   his   ankle.  
 

“Want   to   do   something   a   little   dangerous?”   I   questioned   softly   so   that   only   he   could   hear  
me.  

 
“That   depends   on   what   it   is,”   he   countered   as   he   took   my   hand.   His   grin   was   wicked.   I  

loved   it.  
 

“There   is   a   shockingly   low   number   of   women   here,”   I   dryly   began.  
 

He   looked   at   me   curiously,   pursing   his   lips.   “There   aren’t   many   ladies   here   on   the  
weekdays,   no.   Usually   more   of   Friday   and   Saturdays.”  
 

I   bit   my   lip   for   a   moment.   “Follow   me   to   the   bathroom   in   a   minute.”   I   laid   some   money   on  
the   table.   “Make   sure   she   gets   that   first.”  
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Hurrying   to   the   restroom,   it   was   empty   just   as   I   expected.   It   looked   as   if   it   hadn’t   been  

touched   all   day,   still   clean   from   whenever   it   was   done   last.   I   washed   my   hands   and   put   on   more  
chapstick   while   I   waited   for   him.  
 

Two   minutes   later,   the   door   opened.   But   it   wasn’t   Jasper.   Instead,   it   was   the   lovely  
attorney.   She   stumbled   in,   appearing   drunk.   I   almost   laughed   out   loud,   but   I   kept   it   inside.   She  
briefly   made   eye   contact   before   hurrying   to   one   of   three   stalls.   To   waste   time,   I   brushed   my   hair  
and   added   some   lotion   to   my   hands   and   arms.   She   was   coming   out   as   I   spritzed   on   some  
perfume.  
 

“Oh,   that’s   nice!”  
 

“Thanks.   Jasper   got   it   for   me   for   Valentine’s   Day,”   I   explained.   I   showed   her   the   bottle.   It  
was   some   fancy   brand   Alice   helped   him   pick   out   because   she   knew   what   scents   I   liked.   It   was  
weird   to   think   of   my   boyfriend   in   the   cosmetics   store   with   our   tiny   friend.  
 

She   washed   her   hands   thoroughly   before   leaving.   Another   minute   later,   Jasper   slipped  
inside   and   locked   the   door   behind   him.   He   had   a   smirk   on   his   face.  
 

“This   is   a   little   more   than   dangerous,   darlin.”  
 

Wasting   no   time,   I   yanked   down   my   panties   and   put   them   in   my   purse.   He   undid   his   belt  
to   unbutton   his   trousers   just   as   quickly.   When   his   fingers   touched   the   buckle,   it   made   me   so  
warm   my   cheeks   flushed.   He   noticed,   smirking   as   he   pulled   it   out   slowly   and   stalked   towards  
me.  
 

Swiftly,   he   spun   me   around   so   that   I   was   facing   the   mirror.   He   cracked   it   across   my   ass  
twice   hard   enough   to   make   me   gasp.  
 

“Pull   your   skirt   up,”   he   ordered   gruffly.   I   did   so,   yanking   it   up   to   my   waist   over   my   bottom.  
He   hit   me   three   more   times,   making   me   softly   moan.   “No,   slut.   You   can’t   get   loud   here.”   He  
brought   the   belt   up   to   my   lips.   Automatically,   I   kissed   it.   “Open   your   mouth.”   Jasper   slipped   it  
between   my   teeth   instead.   “Don’t   make   a   fucking   sound,   or   I’ll   paddle   your   ass   until   it’s   purple  
when   we   get   home.”  
 

I   whimpered   right   away.   He   freed   himself   before   pushing   inside   of   me   from   behind.   His  
fingers   wrapped   around   my   neck,   his   eyes   on   mine   in   the   mirror.   He   pulled   out   and   rubbed  
himself   against   my   clit,   teasing   me.   “Is   that   what   you   want?   Do   you   want   me   to   hurt   you?”   I  
nodded,   my   grip   tightening   around   the   sink   as   I   tried   to   keep   my   balance.  
 

His   other   hand   went   to   my   breast,   squeezing   it   through   my   shirt.   Jasper   pushed   his   lips  
against   my   cheek,   forcing   me   to   hold   his   gaze   as   he   pounded   into   me.   It   was   rough   and  
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powerful,   the   sensation   overwhelming   almost   right   away.   His   grasp   tightened   around   my   throat.  
I   barely   squeaked   as   I   came.   He   grunted   in   my   ear   as   he   followed   behind.  
 

The   whole   encounter   took   less   than   ten   minutes.   It   left   my   heart   pounding.  
 

Jasper   took   the   belt   from   my   panting   mouth   and   put   it   in   my   purse,   then   washed   his  
hands   almost   casually.   He   was   so   calm   while   I   was   still   trying   to   catch   my   breath.   “Leave   your  
panties   off,”   he   commanded   as   he   fixed   his   appearance.   Coming   behind   me,   he   pulled   my   skirt  
back   down   over   my   ass   before   lightly   kissing   my   temple.  
 

He   left   the   bathroom   as   if   nothing   had   happened   at   all.  
 

It   took   a   moment   for   my   brain   to   focus   enough   to   fix   my   shirt.   A   few   seconds   later,   I  
followed   him   out.   I   almost   hit   our   waitress   in   the   face   in   the   door.   It   startled   both   of   us.  
 

“Oh,   my   gosh!   I’m   so   sorry!”   She   laughed   nervously,   putting   her   hand   on   her   heart   in  
surprise.   “That   was   close!   Have   a   good   night!”  
 

“You   too!”   I   said,   rushing   to   my   boyfriend,   who   was   standing   at   the   table   again.   He   was  
chuckling   when   I   took   his   hand.   “Okay,   let’s   go   before   I   get   in   trouble,”   I   whispered,   my   face   a  
bright   scarlet.  
 

Giving   me   a   teasing   look,   he   put   his   palm   on   the   small   of   my   back   so   he   could   lead   me  
outside.   “And   here   I   thought   that   was   what   you   were   hoping   for.”   
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Chapter   Seventeen:   In   a   Thrift   Store  
 

The   money   went   into   my   account   on   that   Friday.   I   cried   when   it   did.   I   wished   I   could   ask  
Jasper   to   come   home   so   we   could   celebrate,   but   I   knew   how   busy   he   was.   But   he   made   a   point  
of   going   with   me   to   the   meeting.   He   felt   guilty   he   couldn’t   take   me   out   sooner.  
 

I   didn’t   care.   Everything   was   perfect   already.   The   attention   he   gave   me   every   night   was  
all   I   wanted.  
 

June   brought   lovely   weather   in   the   mid-seventies.   I   adored   being   outside.   In   Texas,   I  
would   be   sweating   my   ass   off.   I   walked   to   the   shops   almost   every   day,   and   I   often   went   to   the  
park   to   write.  
 

One   of   my   favorite   stores   was   the   thrift   shop   in   the   same   center   as   the   burger   place   and  
the   grocery   store.   I   regularly   got   clothing   there   and   a   number   of   kitchen   supplies.   It   didn’t   take  
me   long   to   realize   I   would   ship   a   lot.   But   I   didn’t   care   about   that   either.   For   once,   I   could   afford  
something   without   worrying   about   the   cost.  
 

The   best   section   was,   without   a   doubt,   the   ‘new,   still   in   the   box   with   the   tags’   area.   I  
skimmed   it   every   time   I   got   something   from   the   grocery   store.   So   far,   I   had   gotten   brand-new  
Kevin   Klein   slacks   that   were   just   a   bit   big,   so   I   could   get   them   tailored   to   me,   funky   patterned  
Vans   shoes,   and   a   cast   iron   dutch   oven   that   was   a   fire   engine   red.  
 

This   visit,   I   first   went   through   the   clothing   racks.   They   rarely   had   anything   my   size.   Then  
I   noticed   the   little   grill   in   a   box   on   the   floor   under   the   kitchen   items.   It   was   only   five   dollars,   was   a  
name   brand   with   cast   iron   grates,   and   it   even   came   with   the   tool   to   put   it   together.  
 

Even   if   we   only   used   it   once,   it   would   be   worth   it.   It   was   heavy,   but   it   wasn’t   a   hard   sell.   I  
took   it   home   and   built   it   eagerly.   It   didn’t   take   me   long.   It   was   a   small   kettle   dome   and   shiny  
black.   I   was   so   pleased   with   my   findings.  
 

At   the   grocery   store,   I   first   selected   a   bag   of   charcoal   and   matches.   It   was   so   tough   to  
pick   out   what   to   cook,   though.   Steaks   sounded   delicious.   And   I   knew   how   much   Jasper   loved  
them.   But   they   also   had   pork   tenderloin   on   a   great   sale.   After   staring   at   the   meat   section,   I  
finally   decided   just   to   make   both.   We   could   eat   whatever   was   leftover   as   barbecue   sandwiches.  
I   grabbed   buns,   the   sauce,   and   chips   and   a   whole   host   of   vegetables.   Large   baking   potatoes,  
zucchini,   squash,   corn,   mushrooms,   onions,   and   pineapple,   too.  
 

Since   I   knew   it   would   take   a   long   time   to   get   everything   done,   I   got   started   way   before  
Jasper   usually   arrived   home   around   seven.   I   wanted   to   have   a   feast   waiting   for   him.   I   even  
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made   a   potato   in   the   pressure   cooker   for   Sam.   He   would   enjoy   it.   We   had   plenty   of   beer   and  
wine   in   the   fridge   for   a   good   night   with   his   friend.  
 

It   took   a   while   for   the   coals   to   become   hot   enough   since   I   put   in   so   many.   I   left   the   door  
open   to   the   balcony,   listening   to   music   as   I   chopped   vegetables   to   make   kabobs.   It   was   just   a  
little   windy,   and   it   carried   the   warm   smell   throughout   the   apartment.   They   went   on   the   grill   first  
while   I   sliced   the   pork   into   thick   chops.   The   meat   would   have   a   quick   marinade   while   the   steaks  
went   on   next.   They   would   have   to   go   in   rounds   since   it   was   so   small.  
 

Leaning   against   the   doorway,   I   sipped   a   beer   and   relaxed   with   the   sunshine   on   my   face.  
The   air   felt   so   good   on   my   bare   legs.   My   blue   jean   shorts   barely   covered   my   ass,   but   I   didn’t  
care.   It   was   so   comfortable.   Everything   I   could   do   in   the   house   was   done,   and   all   I   had   to   do  
was   finish   the   meat   and   wait   for   my   man.  
 

The   sun   was   still   shining   when   Jasper’s   car   unexpectedly   pulled   up.   He   hadn’t   texted,  
but   it   was   early,   and   perhaps   he   was   trying   to   surprise   me.   Sam   stepped   out   of   the   backseat,  
which   shocked   me.   Then   another   person   I   had   never   met   before   rose   from   the   passenger   side.  
He   was   a   short,   thin,   pale   fellow   with   shiny   black   straight   hair   that   went   past   his   shoulders.   It  
was   neatly   pinned   back.   He   appeared   to   be   in   his   late   forties,   his   skin   smooth.   Unlike   the   two  
men   in   suits,   he   was   dressed   more   casually   in   slacks   and   a   polo   shirt.   They   were   speaking   until  
he   stopped   and   sniffed   the   air   suddenly.  
 

“Oh,   isn’t   that   a   lovely   aroma?   The   things   we   smell   are   rarely   pleasant.”   
 

I   giggled   to   myself.   Sam   was   the   first   to   look   up.   He   smiled   when   he   saw   me.   “Well,   hello  
beautiful.”  
 

Walking   to   the   railing,   I   was   barefoot   on   the   concrete.   As   I   pushed   my   sunglasses   up,   I  
rested   against   it   to   peer   down   at   them.   I   wiggled   my   fingers   playfully.   “Good   evening,  
gentleman.”  
 

“How   are   you   doing?”   He   asked   next.   My   boyfriend   was   watching   me   silently   with  
astonishment   in   his   eyes,   his   expression   curious.   His   cheeks   were   slightly   pink.  
 

“I’m   fantastic!   I   found   something   kind   of   awesome   at   the   junk   store   today.   Wanna   guess  
what   it   is?”  

 
He   hummed   loudly,   slamming   his   door.   “I’ll   say   a   grill.”  

 
I   gasped   then   pointed   my   beer   bottle   at   him.   “World-class   detective   skills,   Special   Agent  

Uley.”  
 

Chuckling,   he   shrugged   out   of   his   blazer.   “What   can   I   say?   I’m   good   at   what   I   do.”  
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Both   of   the   other   men   laughed   a   little   under   their   breath,   shutting   their   doors,   too.   The  

new   guy   smiled   up   at   me.   “Well,   I   don’t   know   what   you’re   cooking,   miss,   but   it   smells   incredible.”  
 

“Thank   you.   I’ve   got   veggie   skewers,   ribeyes,   and   pork   chops.   I   couldn’t   decide   what   I  
wanted   to   make   and   went   a   bit   nuts.”  
 

Sam   looked   at   Jasper   and   sighed.   “That’s   exactly   the   crazy   you   want   in   a   girlfriend.”  
 

Laughing,   he   nodded   his   head   in   agreement,   but   his   eyes   never   left   me.  
 

“Oh!   So   you   must   be   the   infamous   Isabella   Swan!”   The   man   said   cheerfully,   looking   over  
at   my   boyfriend   with   a   grin.   “This   is   your   partner?”  
 

“Oh,   no!   I’m   infamous?”   I   responded   with   a   giggle,   taking   a   sip   of   a   beer.   “That’s   never   a  
good   sign.”  
 

He   laughed   too,   putting   his   hand   on   his   heart.   “Excuse   me,   I   misspoke.   I   mean,   the  
fabled   Ms.   Swan.   You   are   the   stuff   of   legends   around   the   bureau.”  
 

Finally,   Jasper   cleared   his   throat.   “Um,   Bella,   this   is   my   boss’s   boss’s   boss,   Dr.   Micheal  
Aro,”   he   introduced   me.   “He   is   the   director   of   all   the   behavioral   units   for   the   entire   country.”  
 

I   stood   up   straighter,   putting   my   beer   bottle   behind   my   back.   “Oh,   wow.   Uh,   nice   to   meet  
you,   sir.”  
 

“Trust   me.   The   pleasure   is   all   mine.”  
 

All   the   men   started   up   the   stairs.   Sam’s   room   was   about   three   doors   down   from   us.   It  
surprised   me   that   the   head   would   stay   in   a   place   like   this,   but   I   said   nothing.   Maybe   he   wanted  
to   show   that   anything   that   was   good   enough   for   his   underlings   was   good   enough   for   him.   Or  
perhaps   the   FBI   really   was   that   cheap.  
 

I   had   to   pull   the   steaks   off   to   rest   and   start   the   pork   chops.   His   former   partner   was  
practically   drooling,   his   chin   tipped   back   as   he   took   each   step   purposefully.   “I   am   so   jealous   of  
you   right   now.”  
 

Snickering   at   his   attitude,   I   shook   my   head.   “Sam,   you   know   you’re   always   welcome   to  
join   us.   And   if   you’d   like   to,   you   can   too,   sir,”   I   added   politely   like   the   good   hostess   I   was.  
 

Dr.   Aro   looked   surprised,   his   face   lighting   up.   He   quickly   glanced   at   Jasper   then   back   at  
me.   “I   would   be   delighted!   Thank   you   so   much!”  
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Jasper’s   eyes   were   huge.   I   couldn’t   blame   him.   It   wasn’t   ideal   to   have   your   big   boss   in  
your   sad   apartment,   but   since   he   was   staying   there,   I   was   sure   he   didn’t   mind.   It   would   have  
been   impolite   not   to   offer   when   we   had   so   much.  
 

“Come   on   in!   Can   I   get   you   a   drink?”   I   asked   as   I   took   the   plate   into   the   kitchen   and  
placed   it   onto   the   table   already   filled   with   food.   I   covered   everything   in   foil   so   it   wouldn’t   get   cold.   
 

He   followed   behind.   “Yes,   please.   I’ll   take   one   of   those   beers   if   you   have   another.”  
 

“Yes,   sir,   I   do!”   Hurrying   to   the   fridge,   Jasper   was   right   behind   me.   I   could   feel   him   on   my  
back.   “Would   you   like   one   as   well?”   I   asked   him   in   a   sweet   voice,   looking   over   my   shoulder.  
 

“Please,”   he   mumbled.   I   didn’t   even   bother   to   ask   Sam.   I   just   got   him   one.   Lining   them  
up,   I   started   popping   the   tops   with   the   opener.   The   caps   clinked   onto   the   countertop.   “Are   you  
sure   this   is   okay?”   He   spoke   in   a   low   tone   directly   in   my   ear.  
 

Smiling,   I   rose   up   on   my   toes   to   give   him   a   quick   kiss.   “Of   course,   I   am.   It’ll   be   done   in  
about   fifteen   minutes.   Y’all   got   off   early   tonight!   I   wasn’t   expecting   you   yet.   I   thought   I   had   more  
time.”  
 

“Take   your   time,   Ms.   Swan,”   Dr.   Aro   politely   replied   as   he   took   his   beer   and   sat   on   our  
sofa   beside   Sam.   He   smirked   at   me   when   I   gave   him   his   drink.  
 

“Please   call   me   Bella.”  
 

“And   you   can   call   me   Mike,   please,”   he   grinned   in   return.   “How   exciting!   I   haven’t   been  
to   an   old-fashioned   barbecue   in   years.”  
 

Sam   finished   half   his   booze   in   one   go   before   putting   it   down   on   the   coffee   table.   He  
stood   up   with   his   briefcase.   “Honey,   I’m   going   to   go   get   changed   real   quick.   I’ll   be   right   back.”  
 

Poor   Jasper   looked   overwhelmed   as   I   went   back   to   him   in   the   kitchen.   He   said   nothing,  
his   eyes   wide.   I   wrapped   my   arms   around   his   waist   and   lightly   kissed   his   lips.   “Why   don’t   you  
get   changed   so   you   can   help   me?”  
 

This   got   him   out   of   his   head.   “Oh,   yeah.   Sure.   I’m   sorry.   Let   me   do   that,”   he   uttered   in   a  
rush,   going   to   the   closet   to   pick   out   his   jeans   and   shirt.   I   smiled   as   I   watched   him,   finishing  
getting   the   rest   of   the   meat   ready   for   the   grill.  
 

Since   there   were   more   than   three   of   us,   I   peeled   the   pressure-cooked   potatoes   and  
swiftly   mashed   them   with   lots   of   butter   and   cheese.   They   were   more   than   big   enough   for   that.   I  
also   added   the   salad   to   the   table   with   all   the   dressings   we   had.   We   had   a   good   selection   since   it  
was   my   typical   lazy   lunch.  
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Sam   returned   in   jeans   and   a   polo,   carrying   a   six-pack   of   beer.   “Here,   I   don’t   want   to  

come   to   this   party   empty-handed.”  
 

“Thanks,”   I   giggled.   “Put   it   in   the   refrigerator   for   me.”  
 

“I   can’t   wait   to   get   back   home,   and   I’ll   have   you   over   to   my   place.   You   can   meet   my   wife.  
You’d   love   her.   She’s   a   cook   like   you,”   he   told   me   as   he   did.   His   expression   was   wistful.  
 

“I   can’t   wait.   I’ll   tell   her   how   terrible   you’ve   been   behaving   up   here.”  
 

He   laughed,   going   back   to   the   couch.   “Oh,   god.   She   knows.   She’s   glad   I’m   out   of   her  
hair.”  
 

“I   doubt   that.”   My   boyfriend   finally   came   out   of   the   bathroom,   changed,   and   in   socks.   He  
seemed   so   awkward.   “Sweetheart,   can   you   flip   the   pork   chops,   please?”   My   hands   were   busy.  
“The   tongs   are   over   here.”  
 

He   took   them   from   beside   me   on   the   counter,   smirking   a   little   as   he   looked   at   them.  
Jasper   clicked   them   twice.   Almost   without   thinking,   he   playfully   snapped   them   at   my   stomach.  
They   pinched   my   shirt,   making   me   giggle.   He   smiled   as   well   but   said   nothing.   Before   he   went  
outside   to   do   as   I   asked,   he   kissed   my   forehead.  
 

We   sat   around   the   table   together,   enjoying   way   too   much   food.   All   the   men   had   at   least  
three   beers   each.   They   were   chatting   and   laughing   about   work.   I   knew   enough   about   what   was  
going   on   to   follow   along   and   contribute   to   the   conversation.   Dr.   Aro   was   very   cheerful   and  
interested   in   hearing   the   things   I   had   to   say.   He   even   asked   me   questions.  
 

“And   you’re   a   novelist,   from   what   I   understand?”   he   inquired   as   we   got   dessert.   Freshly  
baked   brownies.   I   wasn’t   sure   how   they   could   eat   anymore.   We   still   had   plenty   of   leftovers   for  
barbecue   sandwiches   the   next   day,   though.  
 

“Yes,   sir,”   I   smiled.  
 

“And   she   just   signed   a   four-book   deal!”   Jasper   praised   as   he   took   my   hand.   “I’m   so  
proud.”  
 

Mike   beamed.   “My   beloved   Sulpicia,   my   wife,   is   a   librarian   and   loves   to   read.   Our   house  
is   floor-to-ceiling   books   or   places   for   her   to   read.   Yet,   she   still   has   a   Kindle   and   an   iPad…   and   a  
million   audiobooks.”  
 

I   laughed.   “Oh,   a   woman   after   my   heart.”  
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“It’s   too   much,”   he   smirked,   taking   a   sip   of   his   beer.  
 

“Certain   novels   are   better   experienced   in   different   ways.   Honestly,   she   just   sounds   like  
the   kind   of   person   who   is   ready   to   read   in   any   situation.”  
 

He   chuckled,   touching   my   hand   lightly   for   only   a   moment.   “That’s   exactly   what   she   says.”  
He   shook   his   head.   “I   still   say   it’s   a   fire   hazard.”  
 

Playfully   grimacing,   I   ducked   my   head.   “Okay,   yeah,   maybe   a   little.   May   I   suggest   no  
candles?”  
 

Laughing   louder,   he   smirked   as   he   raised   his   eyebrows.   “The   problem   with   that   obvious  
recommendation   is   she   also   loves   candles.”  
 

“So,   good   fire   insurance?”   I   deadpanned.  
 

“The   best!”   He   laughed   again   as   he   stood.   “Thank   you   so   much   for   this   marvelous   meal  
and   wonderful   company.   It’s   getting   late,   and   I   have   to   fly   out   first   thing   in   the   morning.   If   you   will  
excuse   me?”  
 

Everyone   rose   from   the   table,   too.   “Yes,   sir!   Thank   you   so   much   for   joining   us,”   Jasper  
quickly   answered.  
 

“I’m   heading   out,   too.   I’m   so   full   I   can   barely   keep   my   eyes   open,”   Sam   added   as   he  
patted   his   stuffed   belly.  
 

Dr.   Aro   rubbed   his   shoulder   as   he   followed   him   to   the   door.   “Same.   I   don’t   think   it’ll   be  
hard   to   sleep   tonight.”   He   turned   around   and   took   both   of   my   hands.   “It   was   a   pleasure   to   meet  
you   once   again,   Bella.   I   hope   one   day   I   can   return   the   favor   and   have   you   over   to   my   home   for   a  
meal.   Maybe   someday   soon   you’ll   find   yourself   in   Washington,   D.C.”  
 

“I   would   like   that.   I’m   sure   your   wife   and   I   would   have   plenty   to   talk   about.”  
 

Impishly,   he   shook   his   head.   “She’d   never   let   you   leave.   Anyway,   goodnight.”  
 

We   watched   the   two   men   move   towards   their   rooms.   The   grill   was   still   smoking.   I   leaned  
against   the   arm   of   the   sofa,   playing   with   my   necklace.   Jasper   clicked   the   lock   into   place   after  
shutting   the   door,   letting   out   a   slow   breath   before   he   turned   to   look   at   me.  
 

His   smile   was   huge,   and   his   cheeks   once   again   pink.   “Holy   shit.”  
 

“That   went   well!”   I   said   proudly.   “He   seems   nice.”  
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He   let   out   a   nervous   laugh.   “I   don’t   think   you   understand   exactly   how   big   this   was   for   my  
career.”   He   ran   his   fingers   through   his   hair,   pulling   it   at   the   ends.  
 

“Having   dinner   with   your   boss?”   I   questioned,   tilting   my   head   to   the   side.  
 

He   rested   against   the   door.   “No,   not   just   a   dinner   with   my   boss.   With   one   of   the   top  
people   in   all   the   FBI.   He   claims   a   position   I   aspire   to   hold,   and   he   invited   us   over   for   a   cutesy  
date   with   his   wife.”   Jasper   covered   his   mouth   with   his   hand   and   laughed.   “You   just   charmed   the  
hell   out   of   him.   He   is   a   powerful   friend   to   have,   darlin.   And   I   thought   I   was   doing   well   with   giving  
him   good   scotch   every   Christmas.”  
 

Playfully,   I   wiggled   my   shoulders   at   him.   “Aw,   I   didn’t   do   anything   special,   but   I’m   glad  
you’re   so   happy   about   the   results.   I’ll   keep   it   up,   I   promise.”  
 

Rushing   towards   me,   Jasper   tackled   me   to   the   couch   and   kissed   my   lips   deeply.   I  
giggled   against   his   mouth,   wrapping   my   legs   around   his   waist.   “You’re   unbelievable.   I   feel   like   I  
need   to   reward   you   somehow,”   he   joked   as   he   pecked   down   my   chest.  
 

“Oo,   I   like   the   sound   of   that.   What   kind   of   reward?”  
 

He   considered   it   for   only   a   second.   “We   can   do   anything   you   desire   tonight,”   he   offered  
seductively,   pushing   my   shirt   up   my   stomach   to   kiss   my   bare   skin   lightly.   “I’m   off   tomorrow.   We  
can   play   all   night.”  
 

Biting   my   lip,   I   thought   about   it   with   a   smile.   “Do   you   want   to   switch?”  
 

Jasper   grinned   wickedly.   “Hell   yeah…   Goddess.”  
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Chapter   Eighteen:   In   a   Pod  
 

 
Not   long   after,   I   spent   most   of   the   morning   writing   after   Jasper   headed   to   work.   I   woke  

up   with   him   to   make   breakfast,   sleepily   sitting   on   his   lap   in   just   my   panties   and   his   socks   that  
went   halfway   up   my   calves.   It   wasn’t   a   sexy   look.   Our   meal   wasn’t   much.   Bagels,   yogurt,   fruit,  
and   iced   coffee.   The   air   was   sticky   and   humid   already,   making   it   hard   to   even   want   to   put   on   a  
shirt,   let   alone   eat   something   hot.   It   made   it   difficult   to   concentrate,   so   I   took   a   nap   after  
struggling   to   get   three   pages   down   for   four   hours.  
 

When   I   felt   the   bed   shift,   it   scared   the   hell   out   of   me.   My   heart   fluttered   in   my   chest   as   I  
jumped,   almost   ramming   my   forehead   into   my   boyfriend’s.   He   was   quicker   than   me,   though.  
Thankfully,   or   someone   would   have   had   a   broken   nose.  
 

“Shh,   shh,   shh,”   he   murmured   calmly   as   he   brushed   his   fingers   over   my   cheek.   “It’s   me,  
darlin.   It’s   okay.”  
 

“Oh,   did   you   get   off   early   again?”   I   asked,   smiling   up   at   him   happily.   His   voice   was   all   I  
needed   to   soothe   me   instantly.   “Or   did   you   just   come   home   for   a   lunchtime   quickie?”  
 

Jasper   laughed,   shaking   his   head.   “No.   Um…   My   part   is   done.   They   said   we   could   go.  
We   fly   out   on   Monday.”  
 

I   sat   up   in   surprise,   adjusting   carefully   so   that   my   back   was   against   the   headboard.   For  
some   reason,   I   wanted   to   cry.   Tears   filled   my   eyes,   stinging   my   nose.   “Really?”  
 

“Yup.”  
 

“Oh,   okay,”   I   breathed.   I   nodded,   trying   to   act   calm.   “I   guess   we   have   a   lot   to   do   to   get  
ready.   Um,   we’ll   need   to   get-”  
 

He   lifted   his   hand,   stopping   me   from   going   further.   “This   morning,   I   took   the   liberty   of  
ordering   one   of   those   small   pod   containers   they   just   ship.   So   you   don’t   have   to   get   rid   of   any   of  
the   new   treasures   you’ve   collected   here.   I   figured   you   had   become   attached.   And   they’ll   come   in  
handy   when   we   find   our   place.”  
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My   mouth   opened   a   little,   but   no   noise   came   out.   Swiftly,   I   leaned   forward   to   kiss   his   lips.  
“Thank   you.   That’s   so   thoughtful.”   I   wrapped   my   arms   around   his   neck   and   hugged   him   tightly,  
so   I   could   bury   my   face   in   his   chest.  
 

“It’s   easier   than   stressing   out   about   it.   It’ll   be   here   tomorrow,   and   they’ll   pick   it   up   on  
Sunday.   We   have   to   turn   our   keys   into   the   office   in   the   afternoon.   We’ll   stay   that   night   at   a   hotel.  
It’ll   be   delivered   to   my   parent’s   house   on   Wednesday.”  
 

“That’s   perfect.   Do   you   want   to   stay   at   the   Desmond   again?”   I   asked   with   a   grin.   “You  
can   tie   me   to   the   bed.”  
 

“Huh,   I   already   rented   a   room,”   he   smirked,   running   his   nose   over   mine.   He   was   in   a  
great   mood.   I   still   felt   on   the   edge   of   emotional,   though.   His   arms   tightened   around   my   body.  
“Are   you   okay?”  
 

“I’m   just   so   happy   here,”   I   breathed.  
 

He   pulled   back   to   look   at   me,   putting   his   hand   on   my   chin.   “And   it’ll   get   even   better   when  
we   get   to   Dallas.   We’ll   find   a   place   that’s   perfect   for   us,   and   we’ll   be   with   our   friends   and   family  
again.   Don’t   worry,”   he   emphasized   with   a   smile,   his   thumb   skimming   over   my   quivering   lip.   “I  
promised   to   make   this   the   best   year   of   your   life,   and   it’s   not   over   yet,   okay?   It’s   only   halfway  
done.   It   also   means   we   get   to   have   a   bit   of   vacation,   finally.”  
 

“Oh!   That’ll   be   nice.   I   almost   forgot   about   Mexico.”  
 

“I   haven’t,”   he   stated   in   a   serious   voice.   I   laughed   a   little   as   I   looked   down   at   my   lap.   “We  
might   not   be   able   to   do   that,   but   I   will   take   a   few   days   off   for   my   birthday   next   month,   at   least.   I  
need   it.”  
 

Thirty-five   was   coming   up   quickly   for   Jasper.   We   had   met   just   before   his   last   birthday,  
and   he   didn’t   tell   me   about   it.   He   tried   to   act   as   if   it   was   nothing,   but   I   think   it   bothered   him   he  
was   hitting   ‘middle-aged.’   He   was   more   sensitive   about   his   age   than   I   thought   he   would   be.   I  
would   be   thirty-one   soon,   but   I   didn’t   feel   any   different   from   when   I   was   twenty-one.   Perhaps   I  
even   felt   better.   I   was   eating   healthier   and   not   like   a   college   student.   Truthfully,   I   was   the   same  
weight,   but   I   was   actually   a   size   bigger   back   then   in   jeans,   and   my   boobs   were   smaller.   I   liked  
that   the   fat   switched   places   in   the   right   way.   
 

“Do   you   get   any   time   off   before   you   have   to   start   your   new   job?”  
 

“I   start   next   Monday.   I’m   on   administrative   duty   mainly   while   I   learn   the   lay   of   the   land  
down   there,   so   it   won’t   be   too   stressful.   I’ll   have   weekends   off   for   a   little   while.   They   probably  
don’t   want   me   to   lead   a   case   because   I   might   be   needed   anytime   in   Albany.”  
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That   made   me   more   excited   than   anything   else   he   had   said.   “Really?!   You’ll   have  
weekends   off?”  
 

“For   the   next   month   or   two.   I   need   to   help   them   get   caught   up.   They’ve   had   a   temp,   but  
it’s   not   the   same.   I’ll   be   working   Monday   through   Friday,   eight   to   six.”  
 

That’s   what   I   needed   to   hear   to   make   me   want   to   move.   That   sounded   like   a   real  
vacation.  
 

“What   will   you   be   doing   exactly?”   I   asked   curiously.   I   understood   more   about   his   job   now  
and   why   he   was   required   at   crime   scenes.   He   could   tell   you   a   hundred   things   by   merely  
stepping   into   a   room,   like   a   party   trick.   One   that   took   a   decade’s   worth   of   education   to   do.  
Jasper   reminded   me   of   Sherlock   Holmes.  
 

“Paperwork.   Looking   at   pictures.   Making   calls   to   other   agents.   Juridical   coordination.  
There   is   also   a   training   class   I   need   to   take,   which   will   be   boring.   I   won’t   be   going   to   any   sites  
for   a   while.   So   no   traveling,   yet.”  
 

“Do   you   miss   it?”   He   had   been   sitting   still   for   the   longest   time   I   had   known   him.   Jasper  
said   he   struggled   with   it   as   a   child.  
 

He   shook   his   head   right   away.   “Not   a   single   bit,   but   I   am   ready   to   make   a   permanent  
home   with   you.   With   a   bigger,   softer   bed.   And   a   better   air   conditioner.   A   dishwasher.”   I   giggled  
as   he   listed   the   things   he   hated   the   most   about   the   place.   “So,   what   do   we   need   to   do?”  
 

“Um,”   I   nibbled   on   my   lip   as   I   considered   it,   “I   have   some   boxes,   but   maybe   we   should  
get   some   plastic   tubs   and   some   trash   bags.   Uh,   packing   tape,   perhaps   some   bubble   wrap   for  
any   glass   stuff.   I’ll   wash   everything   to   make   sure   it’s   clean,   so   we   don’t   have   to   worry   about   that  
when   we   get   back.   It   won’t   be   much.   Just   a   couple   of   loads.   I   guess   we   pack   tonight.”  
 

Jasper   nodded   his   head,   smiling   as   he   sat   straighter.   “Sounds   easy   enough.   Think   we  
can   get   everything   we   need   down   the   block?”  
 

I   reached   for   his   hands.   “Yeah,   for   sure.   Have   you   gotten   lunch?   Do   you   want   to   eat  
first?”   I   realized   we   never   got   that   cute   date   at   the   Five   Guys   I   wanted   when   we   just   arrived.   It  
made   me   a   little   sad   we   didn’t   explore   the   city   more.   We   hardly   went   out.   We   enjoyed   being  
together   alone   too   much.  
 

“Mm,   yes,   ma’am,”   he   smiled   as   he   loosened   his   tie.   He   had   already   taken   off   his   jacket  
and   guns.   “Let’s   drive,   though.   It’s   too   muggy   to   be   lugging   things   around.”  
 

On   Sunday   afternoon,   we   stood   in   the   shabby   apartment’s   doorway.   It   was   perfectly  
clean,   probably   better   than   when   we   first   moved   in.   It   seemed   so   different,   almost   hollow.   Only  
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the   smell   of   bacon   lingered   in   the   air   from   when   Jasper   made   sandwiches   for   breakfast,  
reminding   us   it   was   our   home.   Sam   would   be   there   longer,   so   we   gave   all   our   food   to   him.   I  
didn’t   mean   to,   but   I   had   gotten   a   collection   of   things.   It   felt   like   our   visit   would   never   end.   Maybe  
I   just   didn’t   want   it   to.  
 

Funnily   enough,   we   stayed   in   the   same   room   at   the   Desmond.   After   we   played   that  
evening,   we   went   to   bed   early.   Jasper   had   nightmares   about   the   shooting,   the   first   in   a   while.  
Shaking,   his   breath   was   ragged   as   he   cried   in   his   sleep.   I   held   him   until   he   stopped.   His  
trembling   fingers   curled   around   my   back   and   into   my   hair.  
 

The   flight   was   boring,   if   anything   else.   Nothing   happened.   The   weather   was   perfect.   The  
plane   took   off   on   time,   and   we   arrived   when   we   were   supposed   to.   Jasper’s   parents   were  
waiting   at   the   airport   to   pick   us   up,   so   we   wouldn’t   need   a   rental   car   or   taxi.   I   think   Caroline   was  
just   eager   to   see   her   son   again.  
 

His   mother   held   onto   him   for   two   minutes,   squeezing   his   neck   as   she   whispered   about  
how   much   she   missed   him   and   how   proud   she   was   of   him.   Putting   her   fingers   on   his   cheek,   she  
cooed   that   Jasper   was   her   big   strong   hero.   I   couldn’t   help   but   giggle   because   I   felt   the   same  
way,   but   I   would   never   do   that   to   him.   
 

With   flushed   pink   cheeks,   his   eyes   were   on   the   ground.   “Mama,   please.”  
 

Justin   came   to   me   and   put   his   hand   on   my   shoulder   and   gave   it   a   little   squeeze.   “I   think  
Albany   agreed   with   you!   You   look   lovelier   than   ever.”  
 

My   boyfriend   grinned.   “Bella’s   getting   toned   from   all   that   walking   she’s   been   doing.  
Getting   a   tan,   too.”  
 

“Yeah,   as   it   turns   out   when   it’s   not   a   hundred   degrees   outside,   it’s   so   much   fun   to   go  
places   that   way!”   I   joked   as   Caroline   came   to   hug   me.   “It’s   so   hot   here!”  
 

“Well,   baby,   it’s   the   first   of   July   in   Texas.   I   don’t   know   what   you   expected,”   she   teased   in  
return.   Playing   with   my   hair,   she   smoothed   it   over   my   shoulder.   “I’m   so   glad   to   have   you   back!  
And   just   in   time   for   the   fourth!   It’s   perfect!   We’re   going   to   have   a   big   old   party!”  
 

“Joy,”   Jasper   murmured   dryly.   We   walked   towards   the   exit   with   our   luggage.   “Who’s  
catering   this   year?”  
 

“Fogo   De   Chao!”   she   gleefully   explained.   “We’re   getting   the   full-service   setup!”  
 

My   boyfriend   looked   at   me.   “They   throw   one   for   all   their   employees   and   friends   every  
fourth,”   he   informed   me.   “It’s   bigger   than   their   Christmas   party.”  
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“Everyone   can   do   a   fun   holiday   bash,   but   I   can   blow   things   up   on   the   fourth!”   Justin  
chuckled,   opening   the   car   door   for   me.  
 

“They   do   a   full   fireworks   display.   It   is   so   overboard,”   he   told   me   bluntly   as   he   slipped  
inside.  
 

“I   can’t   wait!”   I   giggled.   “It   sounds   like   fun.”  
 

“So,   what   plans   do   y’all   got   next?”   His   father   asked   as   we   started   down   the   interstate.  
 

Jasper   looked   over   at   me   with   a   grin.   “Lunch?”   I   over-enthusiastically   nodded   my   head   in  
agreement,   making   him   smirk.  
 

He   laughed   gently.   “Okay,   sounds   good.   But   I   meant   for   the   future.”  
 

I   glanced   at   my   boyfriend,   who   was   relaxed   in   his   seat   beside   me   as   he   held   my   hand.  
“Well,   we’ll   take   this   week   to   unwind,   and   we   will   stay   in   one   of   those   places   with   the   little  
kitchens   in   them.   Hopefully,   for   not   more   than   a   month,   but   I’m   not   in   a   rush.   We’ve   got   to   find  
the   right   place   for   us,   so   it   might   take   a   minute.”   Grinning,   I   squeezed   his   fingers.  
 

“You’re   going   to   buy   a   home   together?”   Caroline   squeaked   as   she   turned   around   to   look  
at   us   from   the   front   seat.  
 

Of   course,   Jasper   hadn’t   told   them   I   had   agreed   to   move   in   with   him.   He   chuckled   and  
sighed.   “Well,   something   like   that.   I   don’t   think   we’d   want   a   house.   We   were   actually   discussing  
a   townhouse   or   a   condo.   Three   bedrooms,   two   baths,   probably.”  
 

“What   would   you   use   the   third   bedroom   for?”   she   grinned   at   him   eagerly.   
 

“Bella’s   office.   She   deserves   her   own   cozy   workplace.   Big   desk,   overstuffed   couch   with  
lots   of   pillows,   a   mini-fridge   for   snacks.   That   kind   of   thing.   I’ll   make   it   extra   nice   for   my   favorite  
author.”  
 

“Aw,”   I   beamed   up   at   him.   He   winked   at   me.  
 

“Are   you   using   the   second   bedroom   for   a   nursery?”   she   asked   next.  
 

“Caroline!”   Justin   fussed   at   her.   “They’re   not   even   married   yet.”  
 

“In   the   future!   Not   right   now,”   she   pouted   as   she   turned   back   around   with   a   huff.   She  
crossed   her   arms   over   her   chest.   “If   they’re   buying,   it’s   something   to   think   about.”  
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He   shook   his   head   at   his   wife.   “There   is   a   reason   Rosalie   yelled   at   you   the   other   day.  
Stop   pressuring   these   kids.   Times   are   different.   They   ain’t   in   no   rush.   Now…   what   are   we  
having   for   lunch?”  
 

I   wanted   to   tell   Justin   that   I   loved   him.   He   reminded   me   so   much   of   his   son.   They   were  
both   good   men.   Jasper   was   grateful   for   the   distraction,   too.  
 

“You   pick,   my   treat,”   my   man   replied   to   his   father   with   a   small   smile.   They   looked   at   each  
other   in   the   rearview   mirror   for   a   moment.  
 

After   lunch,   we   went   to   his   hotel.   It   was   nicer   than   our   place   in   Albany,   admittedly,   but  
the   kitchen   was   smaller.   It   didn’t   matter   much.   I   had   the   one   at   my   apartment   if   we   needed   it.   I  
was   still   paying   the   rent   there,   so   I   might   as   well   use   it   for   more   than   a   storage   area   for   my  
things.  
 

My   truck   was   in   my   spot   when   we   pulled   up   to   my   place.   Tanya   had   been   cranking   it   for  
me,   driving   it   twice   a   week.   Jasper   would   return   after   he   dropped   off   his   dry   cleaning   and   ran  
errands.   He   didn’t   like   me   using   the   rusted   thing   any   more   than   he   did   before.  
 

My   roommate   was   sitting   on   the   couch   in   her   fluffy   pink   robe   when   I   came   in,   a   bright  
gold   face   mask   smeared   all   over   her   skin.  
 

“There   you   are!”   She   cheered   as   she   hopped   up   from   the   sofa.   She   rushed   to   me   to   give  
me   a   big   hug.   “I’ve   missed   you   so   much!”  
 

“Me   too,”   I   replied   as   I   gently   embraced   her.  
 

“It   will   be   so   good   to   have   you   back   here   again.   It’s   lonely   without   you.”  
 

I   laughed   awkwardly.   I   knew   I   couldn’t   give   Jasper   shit   for   not   telling   his   parents   when   I  
hadn’t   spoken   to   Tanya   yet   either.   But   I   wanted   to   do   it   in   person.   “Yeah,   about   that…”  
 

“You’re   moving   in   with   him,   aren’t   you?”   she   asked   with   a   small   frown.  
 

“I’ll   pay   my   part   of   the   rent   until   we   renew   our   lease   in   October.   That   way,   you   have   more  
than   enough   time   to   find   a   new   roommate   or   a   place   to   stay.   Perhaps   you   and   Edward   could  
move   in   together?”  
 

She   pouted   her   bottom   lip.   “Yeah,   maybe.   I   kind   of   figured   this   was   coming,”   she  
confessed.   Tanya   stomped   her   foot.   “I   hate   it.   When   will   we   see   each   other?”  
 

“We’ll   be   in   Dallas.   And   we’ll   still   be   friends.   It   just   makes   sense.   We   will   be   together   all  
the   time,   anyway.”  
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“Are   you   sure?”   she   asked   in   an   almost   childish   voice.  

 
“We’ve   been   together   for   over   seven   months   now,   and   we’ve   known   each   other   for   about  

a   year.   I   know   this   is   what   I   want.   Being   with   him   in   New   York   was…   magical.”  
 

She   let   out   a   puffy   breath.   “Ugh,   fine.   I’m   happy   for   you,”   she   commented   dryly,   making  
me   laugh.   “I   can   afford   this   place   on   my   own.   You   don’t   have   to   do   that   with   the   money.   It’s   nice,  
though.”  
 

“No.   I   want   to.   I   promised   to   do   my   part,   and   I   signed   the   lease.   Don’t   worry.   I   have   the  
cash.   I’ll   even   give   it   to   you   all   at   once   if   you’d   like.”  
 

Clicking   her   tongue,   she   shook   her   head.   She   hugged   me   again   before   pulling   back.  
“So,   just   stopping   by   to   get   some   things?”  
 

“Pretty   much.   Jasper   will   pick   me   up   in   a   little   while.   He   had   some   errands   to   run.   Want  
to   go   to   dinner   sometime   this   week   when   I’m   not   exhausted?   I’ll   invite   Alice   too.”  
 

She   smiled   in   answer.   “Yeah,   I’d   like   that.”   
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Chapter   Nineteen:   In   a   Crowd  
 

The   next   day,   we   slept   in   and   relaxed.   Wednesday,   I   went   to   dinner   with   Tanya   and  
Alice.   Rosalie   was   hanging   out   with   her,   so   we   invited   her   to   join   us.   They   got   along   instantly.   It  
was   sweet.   It   was   nice   to   catch   up   with   my   oldest   and   now   newest   friends.   Hopefully,   my   former  
roommate   would   warm   up   to   my   boyfriend   since   she   liked   his   sister   so   much.  
 

Thursday,   we   had   dinner   with   his   family   at   their   home.   They   were   all   so   happy   to   have  
Jasper   back   again.   And   he   was   obviously   delighted   to   be   there.   We   stayed   late   into   the   evening,  
talking,   eating,   and   playing   card   games.   Mamaw   kicked   everyone’s   ass   at   poker.   I   wasn’t  
surprised.   She   was   a   hustler.   It   was   a   nice   way   to   spend   Independence   Day.  
 

Justin   was   the   most   excited   I   had   ever   seen   him   as   he   talked   about   his   party   that   was  
coming   up   on   the   weekend.   He   rented   out   a   whole   lakeside   event   hall   where   they   would   shoot  
fireworks   off   a   barge.   Jasper   was   silent   throughout   the   entire   discussion.   He   really   thought   what  
they   were   doing   was   too   much,   but   he   wouldn’t   rain   on   their   parade.  
 

On   Saturday,   when   we   arrived   at   the   lake,   the   parking   lot   was   filled   with   cars   already.  
There   would   be   well   over   three   hundred   people   there   from   what   his   father   said.   Jasper   seemed  
uncomfortable   in   his   polo   shirt   and   jeans,   sunglasses   over   his   eyes.   He   still   looked   like   a   cop.  
His   face   was   tight,   his   body   tense.   I   couldn’t   understand   why.   He   had   been   anxious   all   day   long.  
 

“What’s   wrong?”   I   questioned   softly   as   we   walked   towards   the   building.   The   gravel  
crunched   under   my   sandals.   Music   was   already   playing   loud   enough   that   we   could   hear   it  
outside.   There   were   red,   white,   and   blue   decorations   everywhere.  
 

“Big   noisy   places   like   this   make   me   uncomfortable,”   he   stated.  
 
“They’ve   never   bothered   you   before.”  

 
He   cleared   his   throat,   the   sound   rough   and   unpleasant.   “Okay,   loud   situations   like   this  

with   lots   of   people   who   know   me,   but   I   don’t   know   them,   makes   me   uneasy,”   Jasper   corrected  
himself.  
 

“Ah,”   I   nodded   in   understanding.   “Okay,   that   makes   more   sense.”  
 

Sighing,   he   shook   his   head   as   if   it   disappointed   him.   “These   individuals   have   known   me,  
or   at   least   learned   all   about   me,   since   I   was   a   child,   and   I   don’t   know   a   damn   one   of   their  
names.   And   frankly,   I   don’t   want   to!”   His   pout   was   a   little   cute.   He   opened   the   door   for   me   to   go  
inside   the   building.  
 

I   laughed.   “You’ve   turned   into   a   cranky   homebody.”  
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Opening   his   mouth,   Jasper   snapped   it   shut   quickly.   His   frown   just   made   me   giggle   more.  

“Ugh,   maybe.   It’s   so   hot,   too.   I’d   rather   go   soak   in   the   pool   at   the   hotel.”  
 

“Tomorrow?”   I   offered.   He   nodded,   sighing   again   as   my   boyfriend   pursed   his   lips.   I  
bumped   my   elbow   into   his   side,   glancing   up   at   him.   “Aw,   you’ll   be   okay.   There’ll   be   good   food  
and   a   bar!   I   promise   it   won’t   be   that   bad.”  
 

Scoffing,   he   looked   at   me   from   the   corner   of   his   eye.   “Yeah,   that’s   not   terrible,   I  
suppose.”  
 

People   surrounded   Caroline   and   Justin,   but   she   still   saw   us   from   across   the   room   as  
soon   as   we   entered.   She   waved   frantically.   “Y’all   come   here!   I   want   you   to   meet   someone!”   She  
shouted,   wiggling   her   fingers.   In   her   other   fist   was   a   drink.   The   woman   was   exceptionally   loud.  
 

Moving   through   the   party,   they   separated   like   the   Red   Sea.   Jasper’s   hand   curled   against  
the   small   of   my   back.   I   could   hear   the   whispers   that   I   was   the   future   novelist   daughter-in-law   to  
the   hero-son   as   we   walked   closer.   “How’s   the   pool   sounding?   Are   you   hungry?”   He   asked   under  
his   breath.  
 

“I   could   use   a   drink,”   I   replied   in   a   low   murmur   with   a   smirk.   “Hi!”   I   called   brightly   to   his  
mother   when   we   got   close   enough.   My   smile   was   huge   and   fake,   straining   my   cheeks   a   little.   “It  
already   smells   good   in   here.”   I   didn’t   know   what   else   to   start   with.   
 

“They’re   setting   up   now!”   She   informed   me   as   she   put   her   arm   around   me   and   turned  
me   towards   the   crowd.   Caroline   pulled   me   totally   from   her   son’s   grip   and   ignored   him.  
“Everyone,   this   is   Bella,   Jasper’s   girlfriend.   Isn’t   she   gorgeous?!”  
 

I   quickly   looked   back   at   him   in   surprised   horror.   His   eyes   were   sparkling   with   apparent  
amusement,   the   corners   of   his   mouth   twitching.   My   boyfriend   nodded   along   with   her   in  
agreement   when   his   mother   finally   glanced   at   him.   When   she   turned,   I   gave   him   an   annoyed  
glare.   He   just   shrugged   and   mouthed,   ‘Sorry.’   
 

Someone   cleared   their   throat   to   get   my   attention.   “Caroline   has   been   talking   about   you  
for   months!   It   was   so   sweet   of   you   to   go   with   him   up   there   while   he   worked,”   an   older   woman   I  
had   never   met   before   began.   I   smiled   at   her   politely   because   I   didn’t   know   what   to   say.   Frankly,   I  
didn’t   think   it   was.   I   couldn’t   have   been   without   him   any   more   than   he   could   have   been   without  
me.   “So,   when   are   y’all   planning   on   getting   married?”  
 

My   jaw   hit   my   chest.   
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“Well,   I   have   no   earthly   idea,”   I   spoke   as   lightly   as   possible,   trying   not   to   laugh   anxiously  
in   her   face   like   a   crazy   person.   “Honey,   can   you   get   me   that   drink   we   were   talking   about?”   I  
asked   Jasper,   tilting   my   head   to   the   side.  
 

“Malibu   and   rum,   rum   punch,   or   a   beer?”   He   inquired   with   a   chuckle.   It   was   a   little   petty,  
but   he   didn’t   mean   it   like   that.   He   just   knew   exactly   how   I   felt.  
 

“Rum   punch,”   I   mumbled.   It   was   the   strongest.   I   wouldn’t   ask   for   shots   in   front   of   his  
parents,   even   if   I   wanted   them.   
 

Jasper’s   father   perked   up.   He   was   almost   done   with   whatever   was   in   his   transparent  
plastic   cup.   “I’ll   get   that   for   you.   What   about   you,   boy?   You   want   something?”  
 

“Martini?”  
 
He   visibly   shuddered.   “I   just   don’t   know   how   you   can   drink   that   rubbing   alcohol   with  

pickle   juice.”  
 

“Make   it   extra   dirty,   please.”   He   grinned   at   his   disgust.   “Thank   you.”  
 

The   room   instantly   got   noisier   when   Emmett   and   Rosalie   arrived.   There   were   a   lot   of  
younger   men   there   that   were   mechanics   with   their   dates,   and   they   all   knew   both   of   them.   It   took  
them   five   minutes   to   get   through   the   crowd   to   us.   The   entire   time   they   were   greeting   folks.  
 

Rose   hugged   me   as   soon   as   she   saw   me,   pushing   through   several   people   to   get   to   me.  
It   seemed   to   surprise   the   group   of   women   around   Caroline.   They   were   the   office   workers   from  
some   of   their   lots.   Most   of   them   had   worked   together   for   twenty   or   thirty   years.   Emmett   lifted   me  
off   the   ground   with   his   embrace   next.  
 

He   wiggled   my   dangling   legs,   his   grin   bright.   “Are   you   going   to   get   smashed   with   me  
again,   lady?”   He   asked   me   like   an   eager   child.   I   giggled   in   response,   putting   my   arms   around  
his   neck   so   I   wouldn’t   drop   to   the   floor.  
 

“Uh,   no,”   I   remarked   right   away,   tossing   my   hair   over   my   shoulder.   “Last   time   was   a  
mistake.   You   did   it   on   purpose,   too.”  
 

Laughing   softly,   Jasper   leaned   in   some.   “You   just   realized   that   was   what   they   were  
doing?”  
 

His   brother-in-law   turned   to   look   at   him   while   still   holding   me.   “Shh…   Don’t   give   away   my  
secrets.”   He   carefully   put   me   down   to   my   feet.   “What   you   got   there,   girl?   I’ll   get   you   a   refill,”   he  
questioned   as   he   pointed   at   my   nearly   empty   cup.   Only   a   little   pink   liquid   was   left   at   the   bottom.  
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“Rum   punch,   please.”   He   winked   at   me   and   did   two   stupid   finger   guns,   clicking   his  
tongue   as   he   did.   “Beer,   baby?”   He   asked   his   wife.   She   rolled   her   eyes   but   saluted   him   in   return.  
 

“He   pre-gamed   hard,   didn’t   he?”   I   whispered   to   Rosalie.  
 

“Oh,   god.   So   hard.   We’re   taking   an   Uber.”   I   nodded   my   head.   We   were,   too.  
 

“So,   Bella,”   another   woman   started.   “Why   don’t   you   tell   us   about   your   books?”   They   all  
leaned   in   eagerly.   I   had   experienced   nothing   like   it   before.   Fifteen   old   ladies   all   stared   at   me   at  
once   as   if   I   was   about   to   perform   a   trick.   Nervously,   I   fidgeted   with   my   lock   and   key.   “You’re  
getting   published,   right?”  
 

“Well,”   I   cleared   my   throat   and   smiled.   “Um,   I’m   already   self-published,   but   I   just   signed   a  
deal   with   a   publishing   house   out   of   New   York.   And   I   have   an   agent   now.   My   novels   are   available  
online,   but   they’re   going   to   distribute   them   on   a   national   scale.”  
 

“Like   at   Barnes   &   Noble   and   Books-A-Million?”   someone   else   asked.  
 

It   felt   as   if   I   was   being   passed   around   like   a   party   favor.   I   was   glad   when   it   was   time   to   sit  
down   to   eat.   It   was   like   dining   at   the   actual   restaurant,   waiters   hurriedly   bringing   the   meat   to  
each   table   with   cheese   bread,   baked   bananas,   and   yucca   fries.   There   was   also   a   full   salad   bar.  
Jasper’s   brother-in-law   gave   them   a   workout,   as   did   his   father.   It   was   good,   though,   and   I  
couldn’t   blame   them.   I   enjoyed   more   than   my   fair   share.  
 

After   dessert,   I   was   once   again   swallowed   by   a   crowd   of   women   led   by   Caroline.   Jasper  
slipped   away   to   use   the   restroom   after   a   time.   When   twenty   minutes   passed,   I   realized   he  
wasn’t   coming   back.   Excusing   myself,   I   looked   for   him   until   I   finally   found   him   outside   around  
the   corner   behind   the   building.   The   hall   had   large   glass   windows   that   overlooked   the   lake,   and  
he   was   just   out   of   sight   of   them.   The   music   and   the   laughter   were   so   loud.  
 

“Hey,   what   are   you   doing?”   I   gently   inquired,   walking   towards   him   slowly.  
 

“Just   getting   some   air,”   he   breathed.   Jasper   quickly   moistened   his   lips,   looking   up   at   me.  
His   face   was   stressed.   “Sorry,   I   didn’t   mean   to   leave   you   like   that.   I   needed   a   few   minutes.”  
 

I   leaned   against   the   wall   beside   him.   “Were   they   becoming   too   much?”  
 

He   nodded   his   head.   “Yeah.   Just   a   little.”  
 

The   light   was   fading,   and   the   cicadas   were   getting   louder.   It   added   to   the   near   frantic  
tempo   of   the   activity   inside.   “They’re   only   curious,   that’s   all.   I   don’t   mind   it.”  
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“Yeah,”   Jasper   smiled.   He   paused,   clearing   his   throat.   “Honestly,   this   is   why   I   don’t   enjoy  
going   to   church   with   them,   but   at   least   there   is   a   point   when   they’re   forced   to   shut   up.”  
 

Laughing,   I   squeezed   his   hand.   We   were   silent   for   a   long   moment.   I   wanted   to   give   him  
whatever   he   needed.   In   the   darkness,   I   looked   over   his   delicate   features   and   pale   skin   that  
glowed   in   the   moonlight.   I   turned   my   head   towards   the   lake   just   in   time   to   watch   the   first   firework  
rocketing   into   the   air.   The   boom   was   deafening,   echoing   over   the   water   as   the   sparks   of   light  
reflected   off   the   calm   surface.   I   felt   Jasper’s   entire   body   jerk   and   tense.   Automatically,   I   pivoted  
to   see   what   was   happening.   Grimacing,   he   twisted   his   face   away   from   the   sky.  
 

“What’s   wrong?”   I   spun   entirely   to   look   at   him.  
 

He   closed   his   eyes   tightly.   There   was   another   bang,   two   in   a   row   this   time.   I   could   see  
the   pain   in   his   face.   “Nothing-”   Jasper   lied.   There   was   shame   in   his   voice,   and   I   couldn’t  
understand   it.  
 

Another   went   off,   making   him   jump   again.  
 

“You   don’t   like   fireworks?”   I   said   in   a   whisper.   His   Adam’s   apple   bobbed   as   he   swallowed  
heavily.   He   wouldn’t   answer.   I   put   my   hands   on   his   cheeks   to   make   him   look   at   me.   “No,   don’t.  
It’s   okay.”  
 

I   leaned   up   on   my   toes   and   kissed   his   lips   lightly.   When   more   popped,   I   could   feel   his  
chest   heave   as   his   heart   sped   up.   His   fingers   curled   into   the   fabric   of   my   dress.  
 

“I   haven’t   really   liked   them   in   a   while,   but   it’s   worse   this   year,”   he   admitted,   his   eyes   still  
shut   as   tightly   as   they   could   be.   “They   don’t   scare   me.   But   my   body   just   reacts.”  
 

“Oh,   baby…”   I   breathed.   Instantly,   I   felt   like   an   inconsiderate   asshole.   “It’s   okay.   A   lot   of  
veterans   don’t   enjoy   fireworks.   I’m   sorry.   I   should   have   thought   about   that.   We   can   go-”  
 

“No,   it’s   fine.   They’ll   be   over   soon,   and   the   party   is   only   really   getting   started.   They’ve  
got   games   and   door   prizes   and   shit.”  
 

Swiftly   shaking   my   head,   I   made   him   look   at   me.   “I   don’t   care   about   that.”   I   pushed   my  
thumb   over   his   cheek.   He   didn’t   move,   making   me   sigh.   I   wanted   to   take   his   discomfort   away,  
but   I   wasn’t   sure   how.   Finally,   I   removed   my   wireless   earbuds   from   my   purse   with   my   phone   and  
quickly   switched   on   a   playlist.   Putting   them   in   his   ears,   I   turned   the   music   up   as   loudly   as   I  
could.   “Can   you   hear   anything?”  

 
Once   more,   he   shook   his   head   slowly.   I   twisted   him   away   from   the   lake   and   tugged   him  

down   for   a   deep   and   powerful   kiss.   “Look   at   me,”   I   whispered   softly   against   his   cheek.   “It’s   okay.  
You’re   safe,   I   promise.”  
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“I   know.”  

 
I   didn’t   even   notice   when   the   fireworks   display   ended.   Jasper   had   me   pressed   as   hard  

as   he   could   against   the   wall,   his   hand   under   my   sundress   on   my   thigh.   He   had   lost   himself   in  
touching   me,   aggressive   and   needy.   There   would   be   hickies   on   the   places   where   he   had  
pushed   the   straps   of   my   dress   down,   the   tops   of   my   breasts   exposed.  
 

“Yo!”   Emmett   yelled   at   us,   snorting   as   he   did.   “Get   it,   girl.”  
 

“I’m   trying   to!   Go   away,”   I   complained   as   I   peered   over   my   boyfriend’s   shoulder.   I   had  
wrapped   my   legs   around   his   waist,   and   my   feet   were   completely   off   the   ground.   Desperately,   I  
clung   to   him.  
 

Laughing,   he   shook   his   head.   “Caroline   is   looking   for   you.”  
 

Jasper   removed   the   earbuds   finally   and   put   them   back   into   my   purse.   “We’ll   be   there   in   a  
minute.”  
 

“Need   a   second   to   get   that   boner   to   calm   down?”   He   joked.  
 

“I   wish   I   had   my   gun,”   he   whispered   to   me.   “I’ve   not   had   enough   alcohol   to   deal   with   your  
immature   bullshit,   Em.”  
 

He   quickly   threw   his   hands   up.   “Okay.   I’m   sorry.   I   didn’t   mean   to   interrupt.   Jesus,   I   didn’t  
realize   your   panties   would   become   so   bunched.   I’ll   buy   you   both   a   drink   to   make   up   for   it.”  
 

When   he   walked   away,   I   pulled   Jasper’s   face   toward   mine.   “We   can   leave   at   any   time.  
Tell   me   when.”  
 

“No,   I’m   better   now,”   he   promised   after   letting   me   back   down   to   my   feet.   I   pouted,   not  
believing   him.   “I   am,   I   swear.   Thank   you   for   distracting   me.   It   helped.   You   always   know   exactly  
what   I   need.”   
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Chapter   Twenty:   In   Pajamas  
 

When   Monday   came,   we   woke   up   together   to   have   breakfast,   but   it   didn’t   feel   the   same.  
I   could   see   his   anxiety   growing   in   his   body.   Jasper   dropped   me   back   off   at   my   apartment   on   his  
way   to   the   office.   The   FBI   building   wasn’t   far   from   it.  
 

“So,   I’ll   pick   you   up   when   I   get   off   tonight?”   He   offered   as   we   sat   in   the   parking   lot.   He  
had   a   few   minutes   to   spare.   We   left   early   because   we   were   worried   about   traffic.   The   morning  
was   so   hot,   heat   lines   were   already   rising   from   the   blistering   concrete   and   black   tar   road   top.   
 

“Yeah,”   I   nodded,   glancing   over   at   him   with   a   strained   smile.   “Do   you   want   me   to   make  
dinner?   We   can   Netflix   and   chill,”   I   offered.  
 

“I’d   like   that.   But   maybe   instead   of   Netflix…   would   you   prefer   to   look   at   places   online  
tonight?”   He   said   in   a   small   voice,   almost   as   if   he   was   worried   about   my   answer.  
 

Smiling,   I   leaned   over   and   gave   him   a   gentle   kiss.   “That   sounds   like   a   great   idea.   We’ll  
search   this   week,   and   we’ll   go   this   weekend   to   check   out   any   we   like?”   He   quickly   nodded,  
grinning   at   my   words.   I   loved   how   eager   Jasper   was   about   it.   He   was   such   a   different   man   from  
when   first   I   met   him,   but   it   was   a   good   thing.   The   strain   of   his   lifestyle   was   getting   to   him   far  
before   he   found   me.   Something   had   to   change.  
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He   pulled   me   to   him,   holding   me   to   his   chest   for   a   long   while.   His   mouth   was   gentle   but  
demanding.   Finally,   he   laid   his   forehead   on   mine.   “There   is   such   a   big   part   of   me   that   wants   to  
just   say   screw   it   and   go   into   the   apartment   with   you.”  
 

I   giggled   softly.   “We   had   sex   less   than   twelve   hours   ago.”  
 

“That’s   not   why.   I   mean,   we’d   fuck   if   I   went   in   there.   All-day,   in   fact.   But,   no…”   He   trailed  
off,   closing   his   eyes.   “I   don’t   know   if   I   still   want   to   do   this.”   Jasper   paused   and   drew   in   a   deep  
breath   before   glancing   at   me.   “I’m   not   freaking   out,   but   I’m   just   not   sure   anymore.   I   need   to   see  
my   part   through   with   King,   but-”  
 

“Do   we   need   to   not   look   for   a   place   until   you   find   a   different   job?”   I   inquired   gently,  
placing   my   hand   on   top   of   his   thigh.  
 

He   seemed   surprised.   “What?   No.   No,   I   want   to   stay   in   Dallas,   no   matter   what.   Or   at  
least   Texas.   I   won’t   quit,   especially   not   now,   when   they’ve   been   so   good   about   holding   my  
position   for   me.   But   everyone   has   these   thoughts,   right?”  
 

“Quitting   their   job?   Of   course.”  
 

“You   don’t.”   My   boyfriend   spoke   so   softly   I   could   barely   hear   him.  
 

“Mm,”   I   laughed,   shaking   my   head.   “That’s   different.   You   shouldn’t   compare   our   careers,  
anyway.   It’s   not   even   possible.”  
 

Turning   to   face   me   in   his   seat,   he   brushed   his   fingers   along   my   jaw.   “It’s   because   you  
were   always   meant   to   be   a   writer.   You’re   doing   exactly   what   you   should   be   doing.”  
 

“And   you’re   supposed   to   catch   the   bad   guys   and   bring   peace   to   those   who’ve   lost   the  
ones   most   precious   to   them.   You   want   to   stop   because   it’s   hard.   I   understand   that.   Not  
everyone   can   do   it,   but   you   can.   Because   you’re   my   hero.”   I   adjusted   his   tie   as   I   gazed   into   his  
eyes.  
 

He   ducked   his   head.   His   cheeks   were   slightly   pink.   “My   brain   says   to   prove   you   right.   My  
body   is   telling   me   to   haul   you   over   my   shoulder   like   a   caveman   and   fuck   all   week.”  
 

“Isn’t   that   what   we’ve   already   been   doing?”   I   joked   with   a   smirk.   I   tilted   my   head   to   the  
side,   batting   my   eyelashes   innocently.   “There   were   at   least   three   days   filled   with   nothing   but  
sleeping,   eating,   and   banging.”  
 

Jasper   pouted   out   his   bottom   lip.   “It   wasn’t   enough.”   I   giggled   softly.   He   kissed   me   again,  
his   fingers   going   into   my   hair   and   tugging   on   it   gently.   “Ugh…”   He   laid   his   forehead   against  
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mine.   “Tell   me   to   go   to   work,   Goddess.   I   have   no   willpower.   I’ll   do   whatever   you   order   me   to,”   he  
said   in   a   jesting   tone.   It   was   cute.  
 

“Go,   or   I’ll   punish   you,”   I   teased   against   his   lips   before   curling   my   tongue   across   the   top  
one.   It   made   him   shudder   with   pleasure.  
 

“Oh,   punishment   is   not   a   deterrent,   Ma’am.”   His   fingers   wrapped   around   the   back   of   my  
neck.  
 

“I’ll   get   the   paddle,”   I   warned   seriously.  
 

He   leaned   in   for   another   kiss.   “Please   do.”  
 
I   decided   to   be   sassy   and   stepped   out   of   the   car   without   saying   anything.   I   told   him   what  

I   wanted   him   to   do.   He   quickly   followed.   I   gave   him   a   funny   look.   “What   are   we   doing,   Jasper?  
Do   we   need   to   go   get   it   now?”  
 

“I’m   just   walking   you   to   your   apartment,”   he   swore.   Coming   around   the   BMW,   he   took   my  
hand.   I   searched   for   my   keys   in   my   purse   with   the   other.   When   we   got   to   the   door,   he   didn’t   let  
me   unlock   it.   Pressing   me   against   it,   his   deep   blue   eyes   peered   into   mine.   “Okay,   I’m   really  
leaving.   I   promise.”  
 

“Good.   I   don’t   think   you   could   have   handled   your   punishment,   anyway.   Disobeying   one  
of   my   orders   like   that.   And   with   that   attitude.   I   would   have   made   you   suffer   all   day   long,”   I  
answered   as   seductively   as   possible.   
 

His   cheeks   flushed   a   little.   “You’re   a   cruel   mistress.”  
 

“No,   but   I   will   be   if   you   don’t   stop   stalling.   Make   up   your   mind.   Come   in   and   become   a  
slave   to   your   most   basic   instincts   or   go   be   a   champion   for   the   voiceless,   saving   countless   lives  
in   the   future.   It’s   up   to   you,”   I   stated   as   seriously   as   possible   as   I   leaned   my   head   back   against  
the   door.  
 

Glaring,   his   intense   eyes   focused   on   my   mouth.   Finally,   he   shook   his   head.   “I’m   your  
servant.”   He   pressed   his   lips   to   mine.   “Thank   you   for   having   such   confidence   in   me.   Have   a  
good   day,   okay?”  
 

Smoothing   one   of   his   blond   curls   away   from   his   forehead,   I   smiled   at   him.   “I   always  
sincerely   try.”   He   grinned   in   return.   “Now,   go.   Don’t   be   late   on   your   first   day.”  
 

When   I   got   into   the   apartment,   I   leaned   against   the   door   and   took   a   deep   breath.  
Roughly,   I   scrubbed   my   hands   over   my   face.   There   were   things   I   needed   to   do,   but   all   I   wanted  
was   to   go   to   sleep.   I   was   sweating   already   from   the   heat.  
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A   drowsy   Edward   came   stumbling   out   of   Tanya’s   bedroom.   He   was   stretching   his   arms  

over   his   head,   his   chest   bare,   and   just   wearing   pajama   pants.   When   he   realized   I   was   there,   his  
eyes   got   wide.   “Oh,   hey.”  
 

“Hi,”   I   replied   softly.  
 

“How-   How   are   you?”   he   asked,   taking   two   steps   towards   the   living   room.   We   hadn’t  
seen   each   other   since   the   night   of   Tanya’s   birthday   party.   Honestly,   I   had   almost   forgotten   he  
existed.   He   wasn’t   that   important   to   me   anymore.   
 

“Uh,   fine.   Tired,”   I   admitted,   putting   my   purse   on   the   hook   beside   the   door.   I   couldn’t  
meet   his   eyes.  
 

We   were   both   standing   in   silence   for   several   long,   awkward   seconds.   Sniffling,   he   looked  
down   at   his   feet.   “Um,   can   I   ask   you   something?”   Surprised,   I   nodded   slowly,   not   saying  
anything.   “What   did   I   do   wrong   that   night?   I   keep   thinking   about   it.   It   was   innocent,   I   swear.   It  
just   happened   so   quickly.   I   don’t   understand.”  
 

It   shocked   me   that   this   was   what   we   were   going   to   be   doing   so   fast.   It   wasn’t   what   I   was  
expecting   to   do   when   I   showed   up   at   my   apartment   early   on   a   too   hot   morning.   Glancing   away  
from   him   again,   I   bit   my   lip   as   I   considered   the   best   way   to   explain   it   to   him.   “It   was   me.   I  
shouldn’t   have   agreed   in   the   first   place,”   I   eventually   replied   because   it   was   the   truth.  
 

“Why?”   He   pushed,   holding   his   hand   out   in   front   of   him.   I   shrugged,   shaking   my   head   in  
answer.   “Are   you   so   disgusted   by   me?   Do   you   despise   me   that   much?   You   can’t   even   look   at  
me.”  
 

“No.   Not   at   all.   And   I   don’t   hate   you.   But   I   realized   what   we   were   doing   was   wrong.   And  
that   I   didn’t   want   to   be   in   that   position   anymore.”  
 

He   didn’t   like   my   words,   crossing   his   arms   over   his   bare   chest.   “Why   was   it   so  
unacceptable?   I   thought   we   were   going   to   try   to   be   friends.”  
 

Pausing,   I   gazed   up   towards   the   ceiling.   My   brain   grasped   at   straws.   Then   I   sharply  
looked   at   the   man   facing   me.   “Do   you   want   to   have   sex   with   me?”  
 

Edward   laughed   in   surprise.   “Yes,”   he   confirmed,   his   answer   just   as   blunt   as   my  
question.  
 

I   raised   both   of   my   hands   up.   “And   that’s   why.”  
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Pinching   his   nose,   he   closed   his   eyes   as   he   sighed.   “Yeah,   okay,   but   there   are   plenty   of  
people   I   wish   to   have   sex   with,   but   I’m   not   and   never   will.   I   realize   you   don’t   want   me.   I  
understand   I   slammed   that   door   in   a   spectacular   fashion   when   I   screwed   up   and   grabbed   your  
ass.   It   was,   without   a   doubt,   one   of   the   single   stupidest   things   I’ve   ever   done.   I’m   a   creepy   idiot,  
I   get   it.   I’m   sorry.   Trust   me,   I   regret   it.”  
 

“Listen…   I   don’t   want   you   to   think   for   even   a   second   that   we   ever   will.   I   won’t   lead   you  
on.   Dancing   with   you   would   have   been.   You   were   just   so   sad,   and   I   was   too   drunk   to   realize   it  
before   you   touched   me.   It   hit   me   all   at   once.”  
 

“I   only   wanted   to   be   your   friend,”   he   stated   in   defeat.   “I   wanted   to   show   you   I’m   not   a  
perverted   douchebag.   I’m   not   a   bad   person.”  
 

Wrapping   both   of   my   arms   around   my   stomach,   I   couldn’t   look   at   him   still.   Everything   felt  
so   awkward   and   embarrassing.   “I   don’t   think   you   are.   And   we   can   be   friends,   but   we   won’t   be  
that   kind.   I   won’t   be   able   to   dance   with   you.   It’s   too   intimate,   and   it   makes   me   uncomfortable.”  
 

“Do   you   want   to   have   sex   with   me?”   He   asked   suddenly.   It   was   so   shocking   that   I  
laughed.   His   face   scrunched   up   in   annoyance.   “It   seems   like   a   fair   question.   It   would   explain  
why   it   caused   you   to   be   so   uneasy.”  
 

“Not   even   a   little.   No.”   I   walked   towards   my   room   around   him,   finished   with   the  
conversation.   “So,   as   your   friend,   I   won’t   make   you   think   I   do.”  
 

He   turned   to   watch   me   leave.   “You   wouldn’t   have   freaked   out   if   you   didn’t.”  
 

“I   wanted   to   fuck   the   version   of   you   I   invented   in   my   head.   But   he   never   existed,   and   I  
only   created   him   because   I   was   too   lonely   and   depressed   to   find   a   real   man.   But   now   I   have  
one,   and   there’s   no   comparison.”  
 

Edward   rubbed   the   back   of   his   neck,   frowning   as   he   did.   “I   couldn’t   get   you   out   of   my  
mind   when   you   were   gone.   I   thought   about   you   every   single   day.”  
 

Opening   my   bedroom   door,   I   deliberated   for   a   second   before   moving   inside.   I   barely  
glanced   in   his   direction.   “I   honestly   didn’t   think   about   you   at   all.”  
 

Instead   of   going   through   my   closet   and   cleaning   my   room   like   I   intended   to,   I   laid   in   bed  
and   ordered   groceries   to   be   delivered   later   in   the   afternoon   and   went   back   to   sleep   until   fifteen  
minutes   before   they   were   supposed   to   show   up.   The   apartment   was   empty   by   then,   both  
Edward   and   Tanya   had   left   for   work.  
 

I   dreamed   about   Albany   and   grilling   out   when   I   napped.  
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Jasper   got   off   precisely   at   six.   It   felt   strange   to   have   him   knocking   on   the   door.   I   wanted  
to   be   in   a   home   he   could   walk   into.   For   it   to   be   ours.   I   had   given   him   keys,   but   he   wasn’t  
comfortable   enough   with   my   feisty   roommate   to   just   barge   in.   
 

He   had   already   removed   his   blazer,   his   guns   put   away   in   the   trunk   of   his   BMW   for  
safekeeping.   Pulling   me   into   his   arms   as   soon   as   I   opened   the   door   for   him,   he   pressed   me  
against   his   chest   with   his   hands   on   my   ass.  
 

“How   was   your   day?”   I   asked   as   I   embraced   him   tightly,   my   fingers   in   his   hair.   We   were  
both   acting   like   we   hadn’t   seen   each   other   in   months,   not   hours.   
 

“So   boring,”   he   mumbled   into   my   neck,   making   me   giggle.   It   tickled.  
 

“What   did   you   do?”  
 

“I   did   paperwork   from   eight   until   noon,   and   then   I   had   lunch   with   my   new   boss,   Dr.  
Anastas.   I   learned   her   husband   just   bought   her   two   pygmy   goats   that   she   puts   in   baby   clothes  
she   gets   from   thrift   stores.   She   customizes   them   on   her   days   off.   Then   did   more   paperwork   from  
one   until   six.”  
 

It   was   so   hard   not   to   laugh.   “Aw!   I   don’t   want   any   baby   goats,   but   I   want   to   play   with  
them.   I   hope   she   has   a   farm   for   them   to   run   around,”   I   smirked,   nuzzling   his   cheek   gently.  
 

He   snorted   softly   against   my   throat.   “They   apparently   have   a   lot   of   land.   I   think   my   boss  
might   be   a   hipster,   but   I   like   her.   She   might   be   weirder   than   me,   though.”  
 

“Better   than   Jerry?”  
 

“The   goats   would   have   been   better   than   Jerry,”   he   replied   dryly.  
 

Pulling   back   with   a   laugh,   I   put   my   hands   on   his   shoulders.   “Well,   better   a   quirky   hipster  
with   farm   animals   in   pajamas   than   an   asshole.”  
 

Jasper   chuckled   softly,   nodding   his   head   in   agreement.   “Amen,   darlin.   How   was   your  
day?”  
 

“Ugh.”   I   pulled   away   from   him   gently.   “I   ran   into   Edward   this   morning   as   soon   as   I   got  
inside.   He   came   at   me   right   away   about   the   club,   too.   I   had   to   explain   some   things   to   him.   It   put  
me   in   a   bad   mood,   so   I   just   napped   all   afternoon.”  
 

His   frown   was   so   deep,   and   his   nose   wrinkled   in   automatic   disgust.   “Do   I   need   to   clarify  
some   matters   for   him?”  
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“No.   It’s   fine.   He   didn’t   do   anything.   He   wanted   to   know   what   he   did   wrong,   and   I   had   to  
tell   him   it   was   several   things.   Like   he   aspires   to   have   sex   with   me,   but   I   don’t   want   to   fuck   him.  
Or   touch   him.   Even   if   he   was   just   being   friendly,   I   could…   feel   it,   and   it   made   me  
uncomfortable.”  
 

  “Mm,   I’m   sure   he   took   that   well.”  
 

“He   told   me   he   couldn’t   get   me   out   of   his   head,”   I   breathed,   horrified   by   the   knowledge.  
“But   I   barely   even   thought   about   Tanya   when   we   were   away,   and   she   really   is   my   dear   friend.   I  
certainly   didn’t   think   about   him.   Why   is   he   so   interested?   Honestly,   I   don’t   get   it.”  
 

My   boyfriend   put   his   hand   on   my   cheek   as   he   smiled   slightly.   “You   are   the   most   beautiful  
woman   that   has   ever   turned   him   down.   You   are   intelligent,   creative,   and   into   the   same   things   he  
is.   It   just   eats   him   up   that   he   ignored   you   for   years.”  
 

“I’m   so   glad   he   did.”  
 

“Me   too,”   he   admitted   as   his   grin   grew.   “You   wouldn’t   be   mine   then.   It   was   his   mistake.  
One   he   regrets,   especially   when   he   sees   how   happy   we   are   together.”  

 
“He   has   Tanya.   I   doubt   that   part   bothers   him.”  

 
He   shook   his   head.   “Edward   told   me   it   does.   Before   we   left.”   I   looked   up   at   him,   stunned.  

“He   sent   a   message   to   patch   things   up   before   Tanya’s   party   so   it   wouldn’t   be   awkward   if   I   came.  
I’m   not   interested   in   being   friends   with   him   again.   I   don’t   hate   him,   I   just-”   he   sighed.   “He’s   right  
to   be   jealous,   though.   You’re   incredible.   And   all   mine.”  
 

“Yes,   sir,   I   am,”   I   grinned.   “Are   you   ready   for   some   dinner?”  
 

“Yes,   please.”   I   took   his   hand   and   led   him   towards   the   kitchen.   “So,   to   change   the  
subject   to   a   much   better   one,   I   was   thinking   about   some   things   we   might   want   from   a  
townhouse.   I’d   like   just   a   little   yard,   so   we   can   have   a   space   to   grill   out.   Three   bedrooms,   two  
baths   for   sure.   A   garage   would   be   nice,   too.   Do   you   care   about   access   to   a   pool?   I   wouldn’t  
hate   it.”  
 

We   spent   the   entire   evening   looking   at   my   laptop   at   houses   until   we   left   to   go   back   to   the  
hotel   for   the   night.  
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Chapter   Twenty-one:   In   a   Leather   Dress  
 

For   the   next   three   weekends,   we   went   on   Saturdays   to   look   at   different   places   around  
Dallas.   Jasper   got   off   at   six   every   single   day   and   didn’t   have   to   work   a   bit   of   overtime.   He   was  
bored   out   of   his   mind   in   his   training   class   and   flew   through   stacks   of   paperwork   daily.   But   his  
boss   said   he   was   good   at   it,   praising   him   regularly   for   his   efforts.   He   claimed   it   was   because   she  
was   just   pleased   she   wasn’t   doing   it   anymore.  
 

He   had   lunch   with   her   periodically.   Apparently,   she   had   pictures   of   her   goats   on   her  
desk.   Jasper   didn’t   know   how   to   feel   about   it.   He   declared   we   all   needed   our   weird   releases,   but  
felt   maybe   we   should   keep   them   to   ourselves.   My   boyfriend   thought   he   was   funny.  
 

Splitting   our   time   between   my   apartment   and   his   hotel,   we   tried   to   find   our   rhythm   again,  
but   it   wasn’t   like   it   was   before.   It   was   uncomfortable.   I   missed   Albany   so   much.   Dreaming   about  
it   often,   I   knew   it   was   only   because   I   wanted   our   own   space   again.   I   knew   things   would   get  
better   once   we   got   it.  
 

The   Friday   before   their   birthday,   Rosalie   threw   herself   a   party.   She   was   handling   turning  
thirty-five   much   better   than   her   brother.   In   her   own   words,   she   was   having   a   great   year.   She   had  
made   new   friends   in   me,   Alice,   and   Tanya.   Emmett   was   happy   to   do   whatever   she   wanted,  
arranging   a   gathering   at   a   restaurant   before   going   to   a   club   later   on   a   party   bus.   Most   of   their  
buddies   were   people   who   worked   in   the   shop   or   on   the   lot   with   them.   They   were   young   men  
coming   with   their   girlfriends   or   wives.   It   wouldn’t   be   nearly   as   big   as   my   roommate’s   thirtieth.  
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Since   Jasper   had   to   work   that   morning,   I   got   ready   with   Tanya   at   the   apartment.   She  
was   happy   to   help   me   since   she   had   the   day   off   and   was   man-less,   too.   Rosalie   invited   her,   too.  
They   had   become   fast   friends   and   went   out   together   a   few   times   without   me.   She   and   Alice   had  
grown   exceptionally   close   over   the   previous   months.   It   was   nice   to   have   a   circle   of   female  
companions.   It   was   the   first   time   in   my   life.  
 

That   night,   I   wanted   to   surprise   my   boyfriend.   We   had   never   gone   to   a   club   before.   We  
had   only   danced   on   more   serious   occasions   or   around   his   parents.   Though   we   would   still   be  
with   his   sister,   it   would   be   different.   We   would   party   with   our   best   friends.   So,   I   spiced   up   my  
clothing   for   the   evening.   I   ordered   a   black   leather   mini   dress   months   before,   but   I   hadn’t   had   an  
occasion   to   wear   it.   The   top   was   a   ribbed   corset   that   exposed   my   shoulders,   my   breasts   pushed  
high   on   my   chest,   and   the   bottom   was   a   tight   too-short   skirt   that   clung   to   my   thighs   and   ass.  
With   high-heeled   ankle   boots,   a   studded   collar   with   a   large   silver   O   ring,   hair   styled   board  
straight,   and   my   makeup   fierce,   I   felt   hot.   The   outfit   was   just   the   last   piece   of   a   puzzle   I   worked  
to   perfect   all   day   long.   It   was   like   getting   ready   for   one   of   our   first   dates.  
 

It   made   my   heart   skip   little   beats   in   excitement.  
 

Tanya   was   still   getting   ready   at   six-thirty.   It   didn’t   surprise   me   in   the   least.   Jasper   was  
running   to   the   hotel   to   get   cleaned   up   quickly.   I   was   only   waiting   for   him   to   arrive,   so   we   could  
go   together.   Edward   was   already   at   the   apartment   and   awaiting   his   girlfriend.   He   probably   had   a  
few   more   minutes.  
 

We   were   leaving   in   separate   cars,   obviously.   
 

My   boyfriend   wasn’t   pleased   he   had   to   suffer   an   awkward   evening   across   from   him.   But  
once   again,   we   had   gone   back   to   being   polite.   I   didn’t   hate   him.   And   I   understood   why   he   was  
confused.   That’s   why   I   knew   I   had   to   keep   my   distance   in   the   future   and   make   it   as   cordial   as  
possible.  
 

He   was   sitting   on   the   couch   in   a   black   button-down   and   jeans,   his   hair   slicked   back.   His  
head   was   leaned   against   the   cushion,   his   eyes   shut   as   he   snoozed   with   the   television   off.   With  
his   arms   and   legs   crossed,   he   propped   his   feet   up   on   the   coffee   table.   Edward’s   lips   were  
pushed   out,   and   his   face   relaxed   in   his   slumber.   He   had   worked   all   morning   and   done   a   few  
surgeries.   I   quietly   wandered   into   the   living   room   to   fetch   my   keys   and   chapstick   from   my   big  
purse   to   slip   into   my   matching   clutch.   I   didn’t   want   to   bother   him.  
 

When   he   heard   my   door   shut,   he   lifted   his   head   and   opened   his   eyes   automatically.   He  
rubbed   his   face,   his   palm   scrubbing   over   them   to   get   the   sleep   out.   They   got   much   wider   as   he  
took   in   my   appearance.   His   mouth   dropped   open.   “You   could   have   at   least   warned   me   you  
would   look   like   that.   I   thought   I   was   still   dreaming.   Holy   fuck!”  
 

I   tilted   my   head   to   the   side,   looking   at   him   in   revulsion.   “Do   not   make   me   punch   you.”   
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“You   could.   I’m   into   that,”   he   responded   dryly,   trying   to   be   funny.   I   rolled   my   eyes.   “What?  

I   can’t   even   make   a   joke?   You   look   fantastic,   by   the   way.”  
 

“You’re   a   weirdo,”   I   replied,   continuing   to   my   room.   “You   best   keep   your   comments   to  
yourself   if   you   want   to   survive   tonight.”  
 

“I   was   planning   on   keeping   everything   to   myself,   but   you’re   making   it   hard,”   he  
continued.  
 

Leaning   out   of   my   room,   my   eyes   automatically   flicked   down   to   his   crotch   before   raising  
an   eyebrow.   “Suffer,”   I   deadpanned,   entirely   unimpressed.  
 

Tanya   finally   came   out   of   the   bathroom.   She   stopped   and   laughed.   “Whoa,   Momma.   You  
are   SMOKING!”   She   rushed   over   to   me   and   felt   my   dress.   “Faux?”   I   nodded.   “This   is   nice.   It’s  
so   soft.   I   wasn’t   expecting   that.”  
 

“And   the   inside   is   lined,   so   it’s   not   sticking   to   my   skin.   I   like   it.   I’ll   have   to   order   from   this  
website   again.”   Twisting   to   look,   I   smoothed   my   hands   down   my   sides   proudly.  
 

“Turn   around,”   she   commanded.   When   I   did   so,   she   examined   the   back.   “The   ribbon   is  
so   cute!   Ugh.   Love,   love,   love.”   She   adjusted   the   bow   at   the   end   of   the   corset.   It   tied   just   at   the  
base   of   my   spine.  
 

I   beamed.   There   was   a   knock   at   the   door.   “Thank   you.”   Going   to   get   it,   I   practically  
skipped.   I   couldn’t   wait   for   Jasper’s   reaction.   I   pulled   it   open   with   a   gigantic   smile   on   my   face.  
 

He   was   comfortably   dressed   in   his   blue   jeans,   a   white   button-down,   and   work   boots.   It  
was   almost   the   outfit   he   wore   when   we   played   when   he   was   in   control.   He   must   have   showered.  
His   hair   was   still   slightly   moist   around   the   edges.   I   could   smell   his   cologne   fresh   on   his   clothes.  
Just   like   Edward’s,   his   eyes   got   massive.  
 

“No,”   he   started   right   away   in   a   firm   voice.  
 

“What?”   I   asked,   confused   by   his   tone   and   the   shortness   of   it.   I   didn’t   understand.  
 

Quickly,   he   shook   his   head.   “You   can’t   wear   that   out.”  
 

My   breath   caught   in   my   throat.   I   blinked   several   times.   “Excuse   me?”  
 

Jasper   took   a   step   into   the   apartment   and   shut   the   door   behind   him   so   we   wouldn’t  
cause   a   scene   in   the   hall.   He   cleared   his   throat   and   lowered   his   voice.   “You   absolutely   cannot  
wear   that   out   in   public.”  
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I   crossed   my   arms   over   my   chest   as   my   hip   cocked   to   the   side.   “And   why   is   that  

exactly?”  
 

The   pair   behind   us   was   silent,   watching   what   was   happening.   We   hadn’t   fought   before  
as   a   couple,   and   it   was   about   to   occur   in   the   presence   of   people.   It   wasn’t   ideal.   Tanya   and  
Edward   argued   in   front   of   folks   as   if   it   was   a   sport,   but   it   was   because   they   both   liked   attention  
in   their   own   way.  
 

“You   look-”   Jasper   stopped   himself,   his   mouth   sealing   shut   tightly   as   he   kept   the   words  
in.   They   rolled   around   in   his   cheeks,   angry   and   ready   to   come   out   like   flames.   I   bent   my   head  
further   to   the   side,   waiting   for   more.   
 

“I   look…   what?”   I   prompted,   warming   up   for   the   fight.   I   could   spit   fire,   too.   We   could   burn  
the   building   down   for   all   I   cared.  
 

Ducking   his   head,   his   eyes   were   intense,   and   nostrils   flared.   “Isabella,   you   know   what  
you   look   like.”  
 

Ice   ran   through   my   veins.  
 

“Oh,   no.   You   don’t   get   to   call   me   Isabella   right   now,”   I   said   in   a   very   low   and   threatening  
tone.  
 

Edward   spoke   up   for   me.   “Hey,   she   looks   incredible.   What’s   your   problem?”  
 

I   closed   my   eyes,   just   wanting   him   to   shut   the   fuck   up.   Though   I   appreciated   the   thought,  
he   wasn’t   helping.   
 

Glaring   at   him,   Jasper’s   cheeks   were   red   hot.   He   balled   his   fists   at   his   sides   as   he  
looked   over   my   head   at   his   former   friend.   “Thank   you   for   proving   my   point.   Darlin,   you   don’t  
need   perverts   like   him   staring   at   you   all   night.”  
 

“Hey!”   I   complained   in   Edward’s   defense.   This   wasn’t   about   him.   I   wasn’t   sure   what   it  
was,   but   it   wasn’t   that.   “He’s   not   the   problem   right   now.   You   are.   You   said   you   wanted   to   see   me  
in   something   like   this,”   I   defensively   countered.   “New   Year’s   Eve,   as   a   matter   of   fact.”   
 

“Not   in   front   of   my   sister,”   he   hissed   under   his   breath.   Licking   his   lips,   he   whispered.  
“Please.   Just   go   change.”  
 

I   grabbed   my   purse   and   walked   out   the   door   past   him.   I   heard   him   groan   as   he   followed  
behind   after   angrily   slamming   it.   When   I   took   out   my   truck   keys,   he   snatched   them   away   from  
me.   “No.   I   don’t   care   if   you’re   pissed   at   me.   You’re   not   getting   in   that   thing.   It’s   dangerous.”  
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“I   like   a   little   danger,”   I   answered   sarcastically.   “Give   them   back.”  

 
“I’ll   still   drive   you.”  

 
“Like   hell.   I’d   rather   take   an   Uber.”  

 
“Bella,   look-”  

 
Laughing,   I   shook   my   head.   “I’m   Bella   now?   No.   I   was   so   excited,   and   you   fucking   ruined  

it.   What   the   hell   is   your   problem,   huh?   I   have   spent   hours   waxing,   scrubbing,   and   sculpting   to   be  
sexy   for   you.   And   you-   Am   I   that   embarrassing?”   I   demanded   to   know,   saying   the   words   calmly.  
 

He   drew   back   as   if   I   had   slapped   him   across   the   face.   “NO!”   He   shouted.   “HOW   could  
you   EVEN   think   that?”  
 

“Don’t   you   dare   raise   your   voice!   I   think   that   because   you’re   acting   like   I   am.   But   you  
know   what?   I   think   I   look   fucking   good   and   I   want   to   go   party   with   my   friends,   so   give   me   my  
damn   keys!”   I   stomped   my   foot.  
 

Taking   a   deep,   calming   breath,   he   closed   his   eyes   for   a   second.   “I   apologize   for   raising  
my   voice.   Darlin,   you   are   in   no   way   embarrassing.   You’re   staggeringly   gorgeous.   Literally.   You  
have   to   understand   that   every   man   in   the   place   will   stare   at   you   and   be   thinking   about   all   the  
things   he   could   do   to   you.   You   look   like   you’re   ready   to   be   sexed   up.   I   can’t-”  
 

“I   am,   you   idiot!   That   was   the   fucking   point!”   I   thrust   my   finger   in   his   face.   “I   wanted   to  
look   ‘sexed   up’   in   front   of   my   boyfriend   and   dance   the   night   away.   And   you   destroyed   it!   And   I  
don’t   understand   why!   I   did   this   for   you.   I   wanted   to   look   good   for   you.   You   know   what?   Fuck  
you!”   I   pushed   his   chest.  
 

He   grabbed   my   arm,   but   I   pulled   it   away.   “Edward   will-”  
 

“Let   him,”   I   growled.   “Who   cares   about   him?   I   don’t.   He’s   a   harmless,   overconfident   trust  
fund   baby.   I’m   going   home   with   you.   Or   I   would   have   been   if   you   didn’t   have   your   head   shoved  
so   far   up   your   ass.   I   don’t   care   about   anyone   else.   I   don’t   care   what   they   think,   or   say,   or   want.”  
The   whole   night   was   going   terribly,   and   I   wanted   to   scream   at   him.   “What   happened   to   ‘she’s   a  
grown   woman   who-’”  
 

“This   is   different.”  
 

“How?”   I   questioned.   He   didn’t   have   an   answer.   “Give   me   my   damn   keys,   Jasper.”   I   held  
my   hand   out.  
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“It…   It   just   is.”   He   passed   them   back.   “Please   allow   me   to   drive   you   there,   or   we   can   get  
an   Uber.   Seriously,   for   my   peace   of   mind,   don’t   get   in   that   thing.   Especially   since   I   know   there  
will   be   liquor   tonight.   I’ll   be   the   designated   driver,”   he   begged.   Pinching   his   nose,   he   tried   to  
calm   down.   “Please.   I   love   you,   and   I   am   sincerely   concerned   about   your   safety.”  
 

I   looked   up   at   the   sky.   “I’ll   order   an   Uber,”   I   mumbled,   but   he   took   his   phone   out   right  
away   and   did   so.   Rolling   my   eyes,   I   said   nothing.   We   stayed   quiet   as   we   waited   for   it   and   the  
ride   to   the   Mexican   grill   where   we   were   meeting   with   his   twin.  
 

He   grabbed   my   arm   to   stop   me   as   I   walked   inside.   “Wait-”  
 

“No.   I’m   not   talking   to   you   right   now.”  
 

Sighing,   he   didn’t   let   go.   His   grasp   wasn’t   tight.   “Do   you   just   want   to   go   home?   We   don’t  
have   to   do   this.”  
 

I   actually   laughed.   “No.   I   promised   my   friend.   Your   sister,   by   the   way.   And   I   really   want   to  
be   here.   If   you   wanna   leave,   though,   feel   free   to   go.”  
 

His   expression   got   fearsome   and   dark.   He   was   pulling   his   breath   into   his   tight   chest  
through   his   thin   lips.   “Do   you   honestly   think   I’d   leave   you   alone   while   you   look   like   that?”   My  
mouth   hung   open   in   shock   at   his   words.   Taking   a   deep   one,   he   contemplated   something   for   a  
moment.   “Look,   I’m   sorry   I’m   such   an   asshole.   I   just   saw   you,   and   I   panicked   because   it  
overwhelmed   me.   And   truly,   I   don’t   know   why.   I   don’t   know   why   I’m   acting   like   this.   I   really-”  
 

“You   cannot   call   me   Isabella   when   you’re   angry   for   real   like   that.   That   wasn’t   a   Dom/sub  
thing.   This   is   a   boyfriend   being   an   insecure   asshat   thing.   I   think   you’re   just   trying   to   pick   a   fight  
to   get   out   of   coming   here,   so   you   don’t   have   to   deal   with   being   uncomfortable   around   Edward  
like   an   adult.   Well,   the   jokes   on   you.   I   will   close   the   motherfucker   down.”  
 

Jasper   sighed,   looking   down   at   his   feet.   “Yeah,   I   kind   of   figured.”   He   touched   my   side,  
taking   a   step   closer.   He   looked   like   he   was   in   pain.   “I’m   sorry.   Fuck.   I’m   sorry,”   he   repeated   the  
words.   “Can   I   say   I   was   so   stunned   by   your   beauty   it   rendered   me   senseless?”  
 

“Um,   no,   but   you   can   definitely   go   fuck   yourself.”   I   pulled   out   of   his   grip   and   walked  
towards   the   grill.  
 

“I’m   really   sleeping   alone   tonight,   aren’t   I?”   he   said   sarcastically   to   the   back   of   my   head.  
 

Cruelly,   I   laughed.   I   didn’t   look   behind   me.   “World-class   detective   skills,   Dr.   Hale.”  
 

Emmett   booked   a   room   for   the   event.   I   strolled   to   the   hostess   stand,   plastering   a   fake  
smile   on   my   face.   “Hi.   The   McCarty   party.”  
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The   host   stopped   and   stared,   his   Adam’s   apple   visibly   bobbing   as   he   blinked   wildly.  

“Yes,   Ma’am.   This   way,”   the   young   man   replied   when   he   got   a   handle   on   himself,   smiling  
brightly   in   return.   He   swallowed   as   he   quickly   grabbed   two   thick   leather-bound   menus,   still  
gawking   at   me.   He   was   maybe   twenty,   his   cheeks   filling   with   blood   as   he   took   in   my  
appearance.   My   grin   became   a   little   more   genuine.   “How   are   you   this   evening?”   He   tried   to  
make   small   talk   as   we   followed   him.  
 

“Fantastic!”   I   lied   in   a   bubbly   voice.   “We’re   celebrating   my   friend’s   birthday.”  
 

“Oh,   awesome!   That   should   be   a   lot   of   fun.”   He   laid   down   the   black   book   in   front   of   my  
chair,   only   looking   at   me.   He   didn’t   move,   grinning.   I   could   feel   Jasper   vibrating   behind   me   with  
anger.   I   loved   it.   Finally,   he   shook   his   head   as   if   to   get   out   of   the   fog.   “Have   a   great   night!”  
 

“You   too!”   I   spoke   in   a   purposefully   honeyed   voice,   glancing   over   my   shoulder.   I   wiggled  
my   fingers   at   him   as   I   watched   him   leave.  
 

Emmett   was   in   the   room   with   a   handful   of   young   men   with   girls   hanging   off   of   them.  
They   were   all   talking   amongst   themselves,   some   of   them   with   beers   in   their   hands.   Rosalie  
wasn’t   anywhere   to   be   found.   His   eyes   got   huge   when   he   saw   us.  
 

“Yo!   Look   at   you!   Wow!”   he   sincerely   stated   as   he   plunked   down   in   a   chair   across   the  
table.   “Bella,   I   know   I   give   you   shit.   But   damn,   you   are   one   fine   woman.”  
 

Sitting,   I   smirked   at   him.   “Thank   you   so   much.   I’m   glad   you   think   I   look   good.”   I   winked   at  
him.   He   chuckled   in   return.   Jasper   wordlessly   plopped   down   beside   me,   sighing   heavily   as   he  
did.   He   huffed   and   looked   away   as   his   arms   crossed   over   his   chest.  
 

“You   look   better   than   good.   Seriously.”   He   fanned   himself   dramatically   as   he   fluttered   his  
eyelashes.   Giggling,   I   hammed   it   up   a   little.   “I   love   it!   I   knew   you   had   a   wild   side.   It’s   fun   to   see   it  
come   out.   I’d   definitely   want   you   to   back   that   ass   up   on   me.”  
 

“Would   you   fucking   cut   it   out?   I’ll   tell   Rose,”   my   boyfriend   angrily   threatened   because   he  
felt   that   way.   He   was   lashing   out   because   he   had   put   himself   in   a   corner.   Emmett   wasn’t  
bothered   by   it,   though.  
 

He   laughed.   “Yeah,   okay.   I’ll   tell   her   myself.”   His   brother-in-law   waved   his   hand,   lighting  
up   when   he   saw   her   behind   us   in   the   doorway.   We   both   turned   to   look.   “Baby!   Come   see   your  
brother’s   hot   ass   date.   She’s   built   like   a   brick   house.”  
 

His   flirting   and   playfulness   made   Jasper   so   much   more   irritated.   I   knew   precisely   what   I  
would   do   the   entire   night.   Emmett   was   as   harmless   as   he   could   be   while   still   knowing   exactly  
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how   to   rile   his   best   friend.   Also,   my   man   would   never   hold   a   grudge   for   that   long   against   him.  
Frankly,   he   couldn’t.   It   was   perfect.  
 

Rosalie   came   in   with   a   giant   margarita   from   the   bar.   It   was   neon   green   and   had   a   bottle  
of   Jose   sticking   out   of   it   with   several   limes.   It   almost   matched   her   mini   dress.   Her   eyes   got   wider  
when   she   saw   me   with   her   mouth   hanging   open.   “Okay!   Now.   Now,   I   see.   Wow.   Okay,”   she   kept  
repeating   herself.   I   laughed   for   real   for   the   first   time   in   hours.   “You   look   hot!”  
 

“Oh,   my   goodness!   Thank   you!”   I   grinned   back   at   her.   “I   don’t   go   all   out   often,   but   when   I  
do.”   I   wiggled   my   shoulders.   “Your   dress   is   great!”  
 

“Thanks!”  
 

“What   do   you   see   now?”   Emmett   asked   loudly,   pulling   her   chair   out   for   her   without  
standing   up.  
 

His   wife   sat   beside   him,   taking   a   big   sip   of   her   drink.   She   straight-up   ignored   him.   “Hello,  
brother.   You   look   like   you’re   wearing   your   fire   ant   underpants.”   She   took   a   long   slurp   from   the  
straw.   “What’s   crawled   up   your   ass?”  
 

He   said   nothing.   Jasper   was   somehow   the   childish   one   in   the   conversation.  
 

“So,”   I   began   with   a   cheerful   smile.   “He   tried   to   forbid   me   from   going   out   in   this.”  
 

“I   asked   you   to   change,”   he   mumbled   under   his   breath.  
 

I   laughed.   “Oh.   No.   You   snapped   at   me   as   soon   as   you   saw   me.   ‘No!   You   cannot’,”   I  
made   fun   of   his   accent.   “I   think   your   brother   forgot   I   was   an   adult   there   for   a   minute!   It’s   okay,  
though.   I   intend   to   party,   celebrate   with   you,   drink   at   least   three   of   the   same   thing   you   are,   and  
dance   the   night   away.”  
 

“You…”   Emmett   trailed   off,   looking   at   Jasper.   “You   tried   to-”   He   seemed   so   unimpressed  
with   him.  
 

“Shut   up,”   he   murmured   in   a   low   tone.   “I   overreacted,   and   it   just   came   out.”  
 

He   wasn’t   deterred.   “That’s   like   standard   relationship   rule   number   whatever.   Tell   her   to  
wear   whatever   the   hell   she   wants   and   that   her   ass   looks   banging   in   it.   Be   honest   and   polite   if  
your   opinion   is   asked,   but   if   not-”  
 

Sitting   up   in   his   chair,   he   bent   forward.   “I   know.   I   get   it.   I’ve   apologized.   And   I   will,   again.  
I   am   sorry.   You’re   not   helping.”  
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It   didn’t   sound   apologetic.   It   seemed   pissy.  
 

“What’s   wrong   with   her   outfit?”   Rosalie   questioned,   confused.   “It’s   a   little   low   cut,   but   it  
covers   everything.”   She   waved   her   fingers   over   her   dress.   “Mines   more   risqué.”  
 

“He   doesn’t   want   to   get   an   erection   in   front   of   you,”   I   announced   sarcastically.   He   put   his  
hand   on   the   table   hard   enough   to   make   the   silverware   rattle.   I   meanly   laughed   again.   “You   listed  
it   as   a   reason.”  
 

He   ducked   his   head,   his   cheeks   turning   red   with   his   anger.   “I   didn’t   say   it   like   that.   And  
you   know   it.”  
 

Tipping   my   head   to   the   side,   I   smiled   at   Rosalie.   “He   hasn’t   figured   out   I   will   have   this  
fight   anywhere   he   wants,   and   I   am   shameless.   Should   we   go?   I’m   sorry.   I   don’t   want   to   ruin   your  
day.”  
 

She   snickered   and   took   my   hand.   “Are   you   kidding   me?   I   love   it.   This   is   fun!”   Jasper  
groaned   and   tilted   his   chin   back.   She   winked   at   me   before   turning   her   attention   to   him.   “Well,  
apologize   properly   and   mean   it   or   leave.   We’ll   make   sure   you   have   a   good   time,   Bella.   We’ve  
never   needed   him   for   that.”  
 

Oh,   she   would   be   cruel   to   him   for   me.   I   loved   that   they   were   on   my   side.   I   was   petty,   but  
he   ruined   my   evening,   and   I   would   fuck   up   his   in   return.   I   wasn’t   joking   when   I   said   I   was  
shameless.  
 

“I’m   not   leaving   without   her,”   he   replied   firmly.   Both   his   sister   and   I   gave   him   a   nasty  
look.   “No!   I   don’t   care.   I   just   spent   four   months   looking   at   pictures   of   bodies   of   dead   girls  
dressed   almost   exactly   like   this.   I   won’t   leave   her   alone,   even   if   she   hates   me   for   it.”  
 

Emmett   sighed,   glancing   between   us.   “Okay.   So,   that’s   shitty,   but   Bella   ain’t   one   of   those  
teenagers.   And   she   has   nothing   in   common   with   them   other   than   her   style   at   the   moment.   If   the  
next   case   you   work   on   is   at   Lululemon,   you   won’t   freak   out   if   she   wears   leggings.”  
 

“That’s   an   excellent   point,”   I   smirked.   “Don’t   worry   about   it,   though.   It’s   fine.   We’ll   talk  
about   this   later.   I   won’t   ruin   your   party,   I   swear.”   Jasper   said   nothing.   His   unhappiness   was  
coming   off   him   in   hot   waves.   He   could   be   mad   all   he   wanted.   I   had   done   nothing   wrong.  
 

Putting   his   arm   around   Rose,   he   smiled   back.   “So,   you’ll   dance   with   me?”  
 

“Absolutely!”   I   promised.  
 

“Awesome!   I   can’t   wait   to   get   down   with   both   the   prettiest   and   second   prettiest   ladies   at  
the   club,”   he   flirted   innocently.   He   knew   what   he   was   doing,   egging   on   Jasper’s   annoyance.  
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When   the   waiter   came   into   the   room,   he   lifted   his   hand.   “Hey!   Can   we   order   some   drinks?   We  
need   at   least   five   margaritas.”  
 

Not   long   after,   Alice   showed   up.   She   giggled   happily   at   my   appearance.   She   said  
nothing,   just   wiggling   her   eyebrows.   I   laughed   as   she   hugged   me   with   one   arm,   sitting   beside  
me.   She   looked   over   at   Jasper,   and   her   smile   faded.   Peeking   back   at   me,   she   pushed   her   lips  
together.  
 

“Someone’s   in   trouble,”   she   whispered.  
 
“And   it   isn’t   me,”   I   replied   to   her   in   a   big   voice,   lifting   my   drink   to   toast   her.   “Apparently  

we’re   competing   for   the   trashiest   couple   of   the   night.   I’ll   explain   it   to   you   in   the   bathroom   later,”   I  
joked   as   I   rolled   my   eyes.  
 

Jasper   just   dejectedly   sipped   his   water.   As   if   on   cue,   Tanya   and   Edward   walked   in.  
Rosalie   popped   up   from   her   chair   to   greet   them.   They   hugged,   laughing   about   something   before  
the   blond   turned   her   attention   to   her   boyfriend.  
 

“Hi,   Eddie.   Nice   to   see   you.   It’s   been   since…”  
 

“College,”   he   smirked   at   her.   “You   look   great.   It’s   good   to   see   you   again.”  
 

“You   and   Jazz   are   still   friends,   right?”   She   inquired,   looking   at   us.   I   just   shook   my   head   a  
little.   At   least   I   knew   Tanya   wasn’t   gossiping   about   our   weird   sex   lives   to   her.   “Or   not.”  
 

“We’ve   kept   in   touch,”   he   answered   politely.   “I’d   say   I’m   closer   to   Bella,   but   she   doesn’t  
like   me   that   much   either.”  
 

“Oh.   So   you’re   still   your   normal   charming   self,   I   see,”   she   stated   with   a   smirk.  
 

He   smiled   back.   “I   see   you’re   still   a   ray   of   sunshine.”  
 

Laughing,   I   looked   over   at   my   best   friend.   “Tonight,   the   competition   will   be   tough.”   She  
nodded   in   answer.   Someone   would   cry   in   a   toilet   stall   by   the   end   of   the   night.  
 

“Hey!   Bella!   Why   don’t   I   introduce   you   to   some   of   our   friends?”   Emmett   began   loudly   to  
distract   from   the   awkwardness.   I   chatted   with   everyone   as   pleasantly   as   possible,   smiling   and  
batting   my   eyelashes   at   them   all.   Jasper   stayed   quiet   throughout   the   entire   meal,   picking   at   his  
taco   salad.   I   ate   every   bite   of   my   enchiladas   because   I   would   need   something   to   soak   up   all   the  
alcohol   in   my   stomach.   I   had   three   margaritas,   true   to   my   word.   Plus,   I   had   a   glass   of   sangria.  
 

There   were   drinks   waiting   for   us   on   the   bus,   the   music   already   blaring.   There   were  
maybe   fifteen   or   sixteen   people   in   total.   My   boyfriend   pouted,   sitting   in   the   corner   as   the   rest   of  
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us   mingled,   drank,   and   danced.   I   could   feel   so   many   eyes   on   me,   but   I   didn’t   care.   It’s   exactly  
what   I   wanted.  
 

When   we   got   to   the   club,   I   bought   two   shots   right   away   and   another   drink   before   going   to  
dance   with   Alice   and   Rose.   I   even   did   with   Tanya,   too.   Emmett   held   my   hands   as   we   playfully  
swayed   and   moved   together.   He   was   funny,   getting   drunker   with   every   passing   minute.   He   felt  
like   a   big   brother   I   always   wanted.  
 

Since   my   roommate   didn’t   have   any   of   her   normal   friends   to   fight   with,   she   got   to   dance  
with   Edward.   They   were   glued   to   each   other.   He   was   whispering   in   her   ear   the   entire   time.   She  
was   eating   up   his   attention.   I   was   just   glad   it   wasn’t   on   me.   She   giggled   and   sighed,   kissing   his  
neck   and   cheeks.   They   looked   happy,   and   it   annoyed   me.  
 

I   came   to   sit   down   to   have   a   break   at   the   table   where   Jasper   was   continuing   to   sulk.   He  
had   a   bottle   of   water   and   was   playing   with   the   blue   lid   on   the   tabletop.   “You’re   not   even   going   to  
have   a   drink?   You’re   going   to   be   like   this   all   night   long?”  
 

“I’m   not   in   the   mood,”   he   grunted.  
 

“Aw,   did   everyone   point   out   that   you   were   a   dick,   and   it   hurt   your   feelings?”  
 

“You   didn’t   have   to   tell   everyone.”   
 

“I   didn’t.   I   told   my   friend   because   she   asked   what   your   damn   problem   was.   And   you’re  
the   one   that   did   it   in   front   of   Dr.   Bitey   and   the   salt   queen   of   all   people.”  
 

“I   just   reacted.   I’m   sorry!”   He   leaned   forward   and   put   his   hands   on   his   forehead.   “You   are  
a   grown   woman   who   can   wear   what   she   pleases,   and   you   look   fucking   incredible.   I   shouldn’t  
have-”   He   paused.   “I   am   sorry.”  
 

Emmett   came   to   the   table,   carrying   shot   glasses   and   a   bottle   of   liquor.   He   plopped   it  
down   into   the   middle   with   a   smile.   Rosalie   was   behind   him,   holding   her   own   cup.   She   was   pink  
in   the   cheeks   already.  
 

“Look   what   I   got!”   he   beamed.   “Would   you   ladies   care   for   one   or   two?”  
 

“Yes,   please!   Two,”   I   answered.   He   poured   me   one,   and   I   put   it   in   front   of   my   boyfriend.  
“Drink.   Relax.   We’ll   talk   later.”  
 

He   looked   at   it,   swallowing   back   some   of   his   annoyance.   Finally,   he   picked   it   up   and  
slammed   it   down.   Emmett   had   already   poured   another   one   for   me,   so   I   pushed   it   towards   him,  
too.   Jasper   drank   it   as   well,   grimacing   at   the   burn.  
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His   brother-in-law   poured   him   two   more.   He   glared   at   them   before   shooting   them   in  
quick   order.   “Fuck,”   he   moaned.  
 

“Em,   come   dance   with   me!”   Rosalie   said   after   she   had   a   couple   of   drinks.   She   pulled  
him   out   of   his   chair   towards   the   floor.   They   left   the   mostly   empty   bottle   with   us.   Jasper   poured  
two   more,   but   he   didn’t   drink   them.  
 

“I   wanted   to   dance   with   you   tonight.”  
 

Sighing,   he   pushed   one   to   me   then   had   the   other.   “I   know.”  
 

“I   still   do.”  
 

He   looked   up   in   surprise.   “Really?”  
 

Taking   mine,   I   filled   them   for   us   again.   He   had   a   long   way   to   catch   up   to   me,   and   I   was  
planning   on   forgetting   the   whole   damn   day.  
 

We   finished   the   bottle.   He   silently   stood   up   from   his   chair   and   took   my   hand,   driving   us  
towards   the   dance   floor.   We   weren’t   far   from   our   friends   in   the   middle.   He   pulled   me   close   to  
him,   his   hands   on   my   lower   back.   I   could   smell   his   stress   in   his   salty   sweat,   the   liquor   on   his  
skin.  
 

His   whole   body   was   pressed   against   mine,   our   hips   moving   together.   We   were   good   at  
finding   a   rhythm.   His   fingers   dragged   over   the   back   of   the   dress,   just   above   my   ass.   Jasper  
drew   his   nose   across   my   neck.   “I   don’t   want   to   share   this   part   of   you,”   he   whispered.  
 

“That’s   not   for   you   to   decide.”  
 

“I   know.   I’m   sorry.   It   won’t   happen   again.   I   swear.”   
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Chapter   Twenty-two:   In   the   Afternoon  
 

I   was   plowed.  
 

We   both   were.  
 

We   couldn’t   keep   our   hands   off   of   each   other   in   the   Uber   ride   back   to   the   hotel.   My  
fingers   tugged   on   his   hair   hard,   his   tongue   shoved   deep   in   my   mouth.   We   stumbled   our   way   to  
his   room.   He   pushed   me   against   the   door,   ignoring   someone   who   walked   past   us   as   we   made  
out.   I   could   hear   their   shuffling   footsteps   on   the   carpet   and   their   awkward   cough   to   let   us   know  
they   were   there.   It   didn’t   stop   us   in   the   least.  
 

Jasper   grabbed   my   knee   and   wrapped   it   around   his   hip.   His   other   hand   was   gripping   my  
ass   tightly   with   his   face   buried   in   my   neck.   Biting   and   sucking,   he   was   aggressively   kissing  
every   inch   he   could.   I   tilted   my   head   at   an   angle   to   give   him   the   most   access.   I   don’t   know   how  
long   we   were   in   that   hallway,   but   it   surprised   me   no   one   tried   to   stop   us.  
 

When   we   got   inside,   I   shoved   him   against   the   door   hard.   It   slammed   shut,   rattling   the  
wall   and   the   pictures   that   hung   on   it.   It   was   enough   to   shock   us   both.   We   looked   at   each   other,  
panting.   As   I   stared   at   him,   anger   surged   through   me   suddenly.   I   had   pushed   all   of   those  
emotions   back   for   hours,   hiding   them   under   layers   of   liquor.  
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“I   could   still   slap   you   right   now,”   I   admitted   in   annoyance,   my   fingers   curling   in   his   shirt.   It  
was   untucked   from   his   jeans,   stained   with   sweat   and   booze.   His   eyes   were   tired   and   blurry,   his  
lips   swollen   with   our   kisses.   
 

“Do   it,”   he   breathed   as   they   focused   on   my   mouth.  
 

“What?”  
 

They   lifted   to   meet   mine.   “Punish   me,   Goddess.”  
 
I   swallowed,   uncertain.   “Are   you   positive   that’s   what   you   want?”  

 
Nodding,   he   kissed   me   fiercely.   His   fingers   twisted   in   my   locks,   holding   me   to   him.   “Yes,  

ma’am.   Please,”   he   spoke   against   my   lips,   the   words   pained.   
 

For   a   long   moment,   I   just   stared   at   him.   My   heart   thundered   in   my   chest,   and   blood  
rushed   through   my   ears   as   the   uncertainty   pulled   at   me.   The   memory   of   the   second   before   I  
opened   the   door,   and   how   amazing   and   hopeful   I   felt,   flashed   in   my   mind.   
 

As   hard   as   I   could,   I   struck   him   across   the   cheek.  
 

The   air   whooshed   out   of   his   mouth,   his   eyes   shut   tightly   in   surprise.   
 

“You   embarrassed   and   hurt   me!   I   was   so   excited.   We’ve   done   nothing   like   it   before,   and  
we   don’t   go   out   very   much.   You’ve   either   been   working,   or   we’ve   been   looking   for   a   place  
together.   Something   is   off,   and   I   can   feel   it.   You’re   always   so   anxious.   And   bored!   And   I’m  
scared   you’re   tired   of   me   now   and   I   just-”  
 

“No,   no,   no,”   he   stopped   me,   taking   my   face.   I   slapped   him   again.   He   closed   his   eyes.   It  
didn’t   stop   him.   “I   don’t   know   how   to   adjust   because   it   isn’t   stable   yet.   It   was   so   good   in   Albany.  
I’m   ready   for   that   again.   I   almost   want   to   say   fuck   it   and   rent   an   apartment   for   now,   but   I’m  
worried   I’ll   just   be   called   back   up   to   New   York,   and   it’ll   be   a   waste   of   money   better   spent   on   our  
home.”  
 

His   words   gave   me   pause.   I   shook   my   head.   “It   won’t   be   that   soon,   will   it?”  
 

“They’re   trying   to   bring   this   in   front   of   a   judge   as   fast   as   possible.”  
 

Looking   away,   I   considered   what   I   wanted   to   say.   “That   doesn’t   give   you   the   right   to   act  
like   that.   You   were   a   childish,   possessive,   asshole.   We   could   have   had   so   much   fun   tonight.   I  
did   nothing   wrong.”  
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He   quickly   nodded   his   head   in   agreement.   “No,   it   doesn’t,   and   no,   you   didn’t.   Please,  
punish   me.   I   deserve   it.”  
 

I   raised   my   hand   to   slap   him   again.   In   his   eyes,   I   could   see   him   mentally   bracing   himself  
for   my   strike.   I   could   hit   hard.   Instead,   I   flicked   his   nose.   The   shock   on   his   face   was   palpable.   I  
kept   doing   it   until   he   muttered,   ‘ow,’   but   he   was   trying   to   hide   a   small   smile.   
 

“Go   to   the   bathroom   and   start   the   water,   so   we   can   get   cleaned   up.   I’m   so   disappointed  
in   you   right   now.”   I   pointed   off   in   the   shower’s   direction.   He   pushed   himself   off   the   door   and  
walked   towards   the   restroom.   When   he   was   past   me,   I   swatted   his   ass.   It   made   him   stop.   “You  
will   take   me   out   to   make   this   up   to   me,   and   I’ll   dress   like   the   biggest   hoe   I   can.   And   let   me   tell  
you,   you   won’t   be   getting   any   that   night.   You’ll   be   able   to   look,   but   you   won’t   be   able   to   touch  
me.   At   all.”  
 

“Yes,   Goddess,”   he   breathed.  
 

I   wasn’t   sure   what   time   it   was   when   I   woke   up   in   the   morning.   It   felt   late   in   the   day,  
though.   My   body   ached   from   dancing,   and   my   stomach   rolled   with   the   memory   of   the   alcohol   we  
consumed.   The   taste   in   my   mouth   was   the   worst   I   had   ever   had.   I   was   flat   on   my   belly,   my   face  
shoved   into   the   pillow.   Slowly,   I   shifted   it   to   the   side.   Jasper   was   sitting   up   beside   me,   drawing.   I  
turned   over.   His   pencil   stilled   on   the   paper,   but   he   said   nothing.  
 

“Good   morning,”   I   whispered,   having   to   pull   my   lips   open   because   they   were   so   dry.   It  
was   like   I   ate   cheap   dollar   store   glue.  
 

“Hi,”   he   barely   uttered   the   sound.  
 

I   pushed   myself   over   onto   my   back.   “What   time   is   it?”  
 

“Two.”  
 

“Damn,”   I   mumbled   as   I   stretched   my   arms   over   my   head.   I   scrubbed   my   hands   over   my  
eyes   on   the   way   down.   “When   were   we   supposed   to   see   the   house?”  
 

He   sighed   softly.   “Four.”  
 

I   finally   looked   at   him.   His   face   was   so   serious   and   upset.   Slowly,   I   sat   up,   pulling   the  
sheet   up   around   my   naked   body.   When   I   did,   I   noticed   a   bunch   of   things   on   the   table.   Flowers,   a  
pink   bakery   box,   wine,   and   a   set   of   brown   paper   bags.  
 

“What’s   that?”   I   automatically   inquired.  
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“An   apology.”   He   put   the   pad   on   his   lap.   The   shame   was   written   in   the   stress   on   his   face,  
his   cheeks   pulled   down   in   anguish.   “I   am   truly   sorry.   It   was   unacceptable,   and   it   won’t   happen  
again.   From   the   bottom   of   my   heart,   I   regret   my   behavior.”  
 

“It’s   fine   as   long   as   it   doesn’t   happen   again,”   I   answered   as   I   touched   his   arm,   scooting  
closer   to   him.   He   still   didn’t   look   at   me.   “Jasper,   what’s   wrong?”  
 

He   gripped   the   pencil   in   his   fist,   his   fingers   trembling.   Slowly   he   licked   his   bottom   lip,  
gazing   at   nothing.   “I’m   just   terrified   I   fucked   up   too   much.”  
 

Scoffing,   I   rolled   my   eyes.   He   was   dramatic.   I   thought   we   had   cleared   at   least   some   of   it  
before.   “After   what   happened   last   night?   I   wouldn’t   have   had   sex   with   you   if   I-”  
 

“You   did   before   when   I   screwed   up,”   he   answered   barely   in   a   hush.   His   cheeks   were  
flushed.  
 

Quickly,   I   shook   my   head.   “It’s   not   the   same.”  
 

“How?”  
 

It   was   in   a   million   ways.   Everything   about   our   lives   was   different.   “Because   I   was   scared  
I   would   never   see   you   again,   and   I   was   desperately   trying   to   hold   on   to   whatever   I   could.   We  
aren’t   those   people   anymore.   This   was   just   a   stupid   fight.   It   wasn’t   a   relationship   ending   one.  
We   were   bound   to   have   one   at   some   point.   And   as   mad   as   I   was,   I   never   once   thought   about  
breaking   up   with   you.   I   only   wanted   to   fuck   up   your   evening.   I   understand   now   why   you   reacted  
that   way,   even   if   you   shouldn’t   have.”  
 

He   looked   up   towards   the   ceiling,   shaking   his   head   as   he   did.   His   messy   blond   hair   was  
everywhere,   frazzled   from   sleep.   “I’m   such   a   prick   and   a   bad   boyfriend.”  
 

“No,   you’re   not,”   I   argued   right   away.   “Come   on.   Stop   with   the   pity   party.   Don’t   worry.   I’ll  
punish   you   properly   soon.   You’ll   suffer,”   I   said   lightly   as   I   brushed   my   fingers   over   his   cheek.  
“Look   at   me.”   Jasper   did,   his   eyes   a   little   red.   He   was   trying   so   hard   not   to   cry.   So   much   of   his  
life   was   acting   tough,   and   it   was   taking   a   toll   on   him.   “We’re   okay.   I   promise.   Coming   back   to  
Dallas   has   been   weirdly   stressful,   hasn’t   it?”   He   nodded   in   answer,   swallowing   as   he   did.   He  
brought   me   to   his   chest,   hugging   me   for   all   he   was   worth.   “Oh,   baby.   It’s   okay.   We’re   okay.   It  
was   only   a   dumb   fight.   We’re   fine.   I   swear.   It’ll   be   just   fine,”   I   chanted   as   I   held   him.  
 

He   buried   his   face   in   my   neck,   his   heavy   panting   coming   out   in   waves   against   my   skin.  
“As   soon   as   I   saw   you,   it   reminded   me   of   my   nightmares.   I   just   imagined   you   in   a   ditch.   It   was  
so   clear   in   my   mind.   Your   lifeless   eyes,   the   blood,   and   I   panicked.”   He   sucked   in   deeply.   “It’s  
stupid.   I   should   be   better   at   controlling   my   emotions   than   that.”  
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I   let   him   get   it   out.   Gently,   I   rubbed   his   back,   repeatedly   smoothing   circles   over   his   t-shirt.  
“Okay,   well,   you   know   that’s   a   trigger   now.   We’ll   try   to   avoid   it   in   the   future.”  
 

“No.   It   was   only   because   I   was   surprised.   I   imagine   you   in   stuff   a   lot   like   that   when   I  
fantasize.   You   were   breath-taking   and   so   sexy.”  
 

Smiling   to   myself,   I   lightly   kissed   his   ear.   “I’ll   wear   it   when   I   punish   you,”   I   whispered   into  
it   before   nipping   it   gently.   He   chuckled   softly.   “I’ll   rub   all   over   you   all   night   and   really   make   the  
torture   last.”   I   tugged   on   the   lobe   with   my   teeth.  
 

“Mm,   I   hope   so.”   He   pulled   back   and   brushed   his   fingers   through   my   hair.   His   thumb  
skimmed   over   my   bottom   lip.   “I   got   some   breakfast.   Pain   Au   Chocolat   and   apple   strudel   bear  
claws.”  
 

“Yay,”   I   responded,   smiling   at   him   as   sweetly   as   I   could.   “We’ll   eat,   take   a   shower,   and  
go   meet   the   realtor.   We’ll   have   to   pick   your   car   up   first.”  
 

Jasper’s   expression   was   shocked.   “Do   you   still   want   to   go?”  
 

I   nodded   my   head.   “Of   course   I   do.   Do   you?”  
 

He   genuinely   smiled.   “Okay.   Good.   Me   too.”   Leaning   in   for   a   kiss,   he   let   his   lips   linger   for  
a   long   time.   “Let   me   go   make   some   coffee.”  
 

“Can   you   bring   me   some   water   and   aspirin,   too?”  
 

“Of   course.”  
 

We   had   found   three   different   townhouses   we   wanted   to   look   at   during   the   week.   Jasper  
and   I   usually   agreed   on   what   we   didn’t   like,   which   was   a   lot   of   things.   We   weren’t   picky,   but   we  
wouldn’t   settle,   either.   We   kept   saying   we   weren’t   in   a   rush,   but   we   were   so   ready   for   it.   
 

Though   we   understood   there   might   be   some   remodeling,   we   weren’t   looking   for   a  
fixer-up.   Neither   of   us   had   time   for   that.   We   didn’t   want   carpets,   and   he   preferred   a   garage.  
Most   of   all,   I   needed   a   place   with   light.   That's   what   I   disliked   about   the   apartment   in   Albany   the  
most.  
 

The   first   house   we   visited   was   a   quick   no.   From   both   of   us.   He   could   feel   it   in   my   body  
as   soon   as   we   walked   inside.   It   was   dark,   cramped,   and   too   narrow.   Also,   there   was   a   nasty  
shag   carpet.   We   didn’t   even   bother   to   go   up   the   stairs.   The   agent   realized   pretty   swiftly   and  
shifted   her   focus.  
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“You   know,   I   have   one   a   few   houses   down   that   went   on   the   market   yesterday.   We  
haven’t   put   it   online   yet.   If   you’d   like,   we   could   walk   to   it.   If   you   want   to   look,”   she   offered  
hopefully.   I   glanced   at   my   boyfriend,   and   he   just   shrugged   in   answer.   We   were   both   hungover  
and   not   thrilled   about   anything.   Energy   would   be   hard   to   muster.  
 

“Sure,”   I   finally   smiled   politely.  
 

Three   homes   down,   there   was   a   freshly   white   painted   townhouse   with   pretty   hibiscus.   It  
was   two   stories   with   a   new   stone   pathway.   The   plants   were   filled   with   fragrant   flowers   in   a  
multitude   of   colors.  
 

The   realtor   looked   over   her   shoulder   to   see   my   reaction   to   it.   “The   owners   fixed   the  
place   up   a   year   ago,”   she   explained,   opening   the   door   with   her   key.   Jasper   squeezed   my   hand  
as   we   waited   patiently   behind   her.  
 

We   were   greeted   by   the   sun   shining   on   the   dark   cherry   hardwood   floors.   They   dressed  
the   living   room   up   for   showing   off,   the   curtains   pulled   open   to   allow   it   in.   The   stairs   were   right   off  
the   foyer.   It   was   snug   and   comfortable.  
 

“So,   it’s   four   bedrooms,   two-and-a-half   baths.   The   half   is   down   here,   under   the   stairs,”  
she   continued.   She   walked   to   it   and   opened   it.   “There   is   also   a   kitchen   with   an   attached   dining  
room.   The   two-car   garage   connects   to   that.   And,   the   best   part   is   there   is   an   enclosed   sunroom,”  
the   middle-aged   blond   woman   declared   as   she   pointed   over   her   shoulder.   
 

“Oh,   wow,”   I   replied   in   a   little   laugh,   looking   around.   I   already   liked   it.   I   smiled   at   Jasper,  
and   he   grinned   in   return.   “Bigger   than   we   were   thinking.”  
 

“But   it’s   still   in   your   price   spectrum.   This   one   is   only   twenty   thousand   more   than   the   other  
one,”   she   promptly   answered.  
 

“Why   so   cheap?”   He   questioned,   putting   his   hands   in   his   pockets.   He   leaned   in   to   hear  
her   answer.   The   other   home   had   been   at   the   very   bottom   of   our   price   range,   and   it   showed.   I  
would   have   never   expected   something   like   this   for   the   cost.  
 

“They   need   to   get   out.   They’re   moving   to…   California?   Washington?   Someplace   like  
that.   One   of   them   got   a   new   job,   and   they   just   want   to   unload,   but   they’d   prefer   not   to   give   it   to  
the   bank.”  
 

I   went   towards   the   kitchen.   It   had   a   huge   island   and   brand-new   appliances   that   came  
with   the   home.   The   stove   had   six   burners   and   a   griddle   in   the   middle   and   two   side-by-side  
ovens.   There   was   a   large   walk-in   pantry,   too.   Next,   I   wanted   to   check   out   the   sunroom.   I  
continued   through   the   dining   room   that   was   set   up   for   a   fancy   dinner   with   friends.   Red   roses   like  
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the   ones   Jasper   had   bought   me   in   the   morning   were   in   the   center.   I   could   imagine   serving   his  
family   a   meal   at   it.  
 

When   I   got   to   the   sun   porch,   it   made   my   heart   skip   a   beat.   I   could   see   myself   spending  
my   days   there,   writing   in   the   sunshine.   It   led   to   a   covered   patio   perfect   for   grilling   out.   I   could  
almost   smell   the   smoke.   I   felt   my   man   move   in   behind   me,   his   hands   sliding   across   my   hips.  
 

“This   one,”   I   whispered.  
 

“Wait   until   you   see   the   upstairs,”   he   answered   in   my   ear.   Smiling,   I   reached   behind   me   to  
scratch   his   jaw.   Jasper   lightly   kissed   my   temple.   I   glanced   up,   his   beautiful   blue   eyes   looking  
happily   into   mine.   “If   you   want   it,   it’s   ours.”  
 
  

 
 
 

Chapter   Twenty-three:   By   the   Lake  
 

 
Thursday   was   Jasper’s   birthday,   so   he   took   the   day   and   Friday   off.   My   gift   to   him   was   a  

cabin   in   the   woods,   so   we   could   spend   some   quiet   time   alone   together.   We   would   have   total  
privacy   for   almost   four   days.  
 

With   a   suitcase   full   of   toys   and   my   complete   submission   the   whole   time.  
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“You   may   speak   freely   for   the   entire   weekend.   I   can’t   see   how   this   will   work   otherwise.   I’ll  

need   you   to   be   open   and   honest   with   me   the   full   time   about   your   needs,”   he   explained   as   we  
started   on   the   drive   to   the   hideaway   by   a   lake.   It   was   about   a   forty-five   minute   trip   without   traffic.  
It   didn’t   take   us   long   to   leave   the   city   and   start   through   the   woods.  
 

“Isn’t   this   weekend   about   your   needs?”   I   teased.  
 

He   chuckled,   his   fingers   curling   around   the   steering   wheel.   “It’s   about   my   desires.   But  
what   you   need   and   what   I   want   may   be   two   different   things.   I   don’t   wish   to   hurt   you,   darlin.   Or  
for   you   to   piss   yourself.”  
 

Snorting   loudly,   I   hadn’t   expected   him   to   say   that,   but   he   was   correct.   “Yeah,   that  
wouldn’t   be   ideal.   ‘Mm,   pardon   me,   sir…   I   realize   I   bought   a   rubber   sheet,   but-’”  
 

“What?”   He   laughed.   “Did   you   really?”  
 

“Happy   birthday?”   I   laughed,   too.   “I   had   the   money   for   once,   and   I   might   have   gone  
overboard.”  
 

Jasper   had   a   playful   smile   on   his   face.   His   mood   had   improved   so   much   since   we  
started   putting   in   the   paperwork   for   the   townhouse.   We   were   the   first   to   see   it,   and   we   offered  
them   the   exact   amount   they   wanted   with   no   hassle.   It   was   just   a   matter   of   getting   the   mortgage  
together.  
 

It   would   probably   be   the   beginning   of   next   week   before   we   knew,   but   we   didn’t   think  
there   would   be   any   problems.   I   was   so   excited.  
 

“Well,   I   might   have   gone   overboard,   too.   I   have   a   few   surprises   for   you.”  
 

“Oh?”   I   asked   softly,   running   my   fingers   from   his   knee   to   the   inside   of   his   thigh.   “Like  
what?”  
 

His   eyes   were   on   the   road,   sparkling   with   mischief.   His   cheeks   twitched   with   his   smile.   “I  
got   that   bikini   for   you.   A   little   red   string   one.”  
 

“No,   you   didn’t.”   I   laughed   right   away.   There   was   a   public   and   private   area   for   us   to   swim  
in,   and   I   had   packed   a   swimsuit,   but   I   didn’t   think   I   would   need   it.   “Did   you   really?”   He   nodded.  
“Okay,   good   luck   with   that.   I   was   planning   on   being   bad,   anyway.”   I   looked   out   the   window   as   I  
crossed   my   arms   over   my   chest.   
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“I   will   tie   you   to   the   bed   and   put   it   on   you   myself.”   I   just   kept   laughing.   I   wouldn’t   make   it  
easy   for   him   in   the   least.   “You   know   what?   I   think   you’ll   put   it   on   as   soon   as   we   get   there,   and  
you’ll   wear   it   all   day   for   me.”  
 

“Ah,   we’re   starting   with   spankings.   Fun,   fun,   fun,”   I   giggled,   grinning   wickedly.   
 

Chuckling,   he   reached   over   and   picked   up   my   hand   to   kiss   my   knuckles.   “I   guess   we  
are.   Why   are   you   so   against   it?”  
 

“I   am   too   chubby   for   that   nonsense.”  
 

“You’re   not-”  
 

“No,   I   am,”   I   interrupted.   “You   just   like   it.”  
 

Jasper   made   a   confused   face,   glancing   over   briefly.   “Exactly!   And   you   know   I   like   you   in  
lingerie.   What’s   the   difference?”  
 

I   pouted.   “There   is   lingerie   designed   to   be   sexy   for   thick   girls.   I   won’t   be   in   that.   I’ll   be   all  
rolls   and   fat-”  
 

“Stop.”  
 

“It’s   true,   though.”  
 

“Where’s   the   woman   who   wore   leather   last   week?”  
 

“Her   ass   was   fully   covered   and   not   by   strings,   good   sir.   And   she   would   have   punched  
you   out   for   attempting   it,   so   you’re   lucky   she’s   not   here   right   now.”  
 

He   hummed.   “I   think   she   is,   actually.   Feisty   girl.   You   really   want   to   start   with  
punishment.”  
 

“We’re   not   doing   a   scene   yet.   I   can   do   and   say   as   I   please.”   It   would   start   once   we   got  
checked   into   the   cabin,   and   I   would   take   full   advantage   of   it.  
 

“Yes,   you   can,”   he   agreed,   moving   his   hand   onto   my   blue   jean   covered   thigh.   Squeezing  
it   tightly,   his   fingers   slipped   further   inside.   “But   I   hoped   we   could   play   first.   I   don’t   wanna   begin  
by   getting   the   belt   out.   Or   the   paddle.”   I   pouted.   “Be   a   good   girl,   and   do   it   for   me,   please?   I   want  
to   draw   you   on   the   beach   in   it.   You’ll   look   so   pretty.”   He   rubbed   between   my   thighs.  
 

I   whined   softly,   leaning   my   head   back   against   the   rest.   “Goddammit,   fine.   But   I   won’t  
wear   it   around   people.”  
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“The   last   thing   I   want   is   to   be   around   anyone,”   he   declared   with   a   smirk.   He   kept  

rubbing,   so   the   pressure   was   pleasantly   increasing.   “Thank   you,   darlin.”  
 

“That’s   not   fair.”  
 

“Mm,”   he   agreed,   his   hand   getting   faster.   I   spread   my   legs   more   for   him.   “Yes,   well,   this  
is   about   my   desires,   not   what   you   want.   I   will   take   everything   that   is   mine   this   weekend,”   he  
stated   in   a   seductive   purr.  
 

“Every   part   of   me   is   yours,”   I   breathed,   biting   my   bottom   lip   as   I   closed   my   eyes.  
 

He   spanked   hard   where   he   had   just   been   teasing.   “I   know.”  
 

After   we   got   checked   in   the   white   cabin,   Jasper   stood   behind   me   with   his   hands   on   my  
hips.   His   lips   moved   over   my   ear.   “Are   you   ready   for   the   scene   to   begin,   Isabella?”  
 

I   leaned   back   into   him,   resting   my   head   against   his   chest.   “Yes,   sir.”  
 

“Good   girl.”   He   moved   my   curls   away   from   my   neck   and   lightly   kissed   me   there   several  
times.  
 

Going   to   his   luggage,   he   pulled   out   a   small   bag   and   handed   it   to   me   with   a   smile.   “Put  
this   on   and   pull   your   hair   up   into   a   bun.   And   put   your   red   lipstick   on   for   me.”  
 

“Yes,   sir,”   I   repeated,   trying   not   to   pout.   He   swatted   my   ass   playfully.  
 

When   I   came   back   out   of   the   bathroom,   I   stomped.   I   hadn’t   even   looked   into   the   mirror.   I  
didn’t   want   to.   It   didn’t   feel   like   enough   and   somehow   more   revealing   than   my   underwear.   Also,  
it   was   already   crawling   up   my   butt.   
 

Jasper   chuckled   to   himself,   arranging   his   suitcase.   “The   annoyance   on   your   face   makes  
it   so   much   cuter,   too.”  
 

I   said   nothing,   rolling   my   eyes   as   I   pushed   my   lips   together   in   a   smirk.  
 

Pulling   something   out   of   his   suitcase,   he   walked   to   me   with   it   in   his   hands.   He   brought   a  
jewel-covered   collar   to   my   neck,   clipping   it   into   place   before   dragging   his   finger   down   my   lock  
and   key   necklace.   He   smiled   as   it   continued   over   the   curve   of   my   breast.  
 

Strolling   to   my   overnight   bag,   he   retrieved   the   suntan   lotion.   “I   don’t   want   you   to   burn,”  
he   informed   me   as   he   squeezed   a   big   blob   in   his   palm.   Gently,   he   massaged   it   onto   my  
shoulders,   spreading   it   all   over   my   body.   He   merrily   covered   my   nose.   “Put   your   flip-flops   on.”  



/

 
He   placed   several   things   in   his   blue   jean   pockets.   More   comfortable,   Jasper   was  

wearing   a   t-shirt,   too.   It   was   too   hot   for   his   standard   long   sleeves.   I   enjoyed   seeing   him   like   this.  
 

Leading   us   down   a   path,   he   took   me   to   an   area   around   our   part   of   the   private   lake.   We  
were   probably   half   a   mile   away   from   anyone   else.   At   least   I   wouldn’t   have   to   worry   about   people  
seeing   me.   Holding   both   of   my   hands,   he   walked   me   over   to   a   wooden   lounger.  
 

“Sit.”  
 

After   doing   so,   he   took   both   of   my   wrists   and   lifted   them   above   my   head.   I   stretched   out  
on   the   chair,   my   feet   out   in   front   of   me.   Fetching   an   object   from   his   pocket,   Jasper   pulled   out   his  
handcuffs.   Stupidly,   I   giggled.  
 

“I   like   this   already,   sir,”   I   whispered   to   him   in   a   quiet   and   mischievous   voice.  
 

Chuckling,   he   ran   his   knuckle   over   my   cheek.   “I’m   sure   you   do.”   Then   he   put   a   thick   red  
silk   sleep   mask   over   my   eyes.   “Alright.   I’ll   be   right   back.   Don’t   go   anywhere.”  
 

I   thought   he   was   joking,   but   then   I   heard   his   footsteps   crunching   away.   Instantly,   I  
panicked.  
 

“What?”   I   turned   my   head   to   the   side   quickly.   “Where   are   you   going?   No,   no,   no-   no-”   I  
became   frightened.   “This…   This   is   not   okay.   This   is   NOT   okay,   Jasper!   Oh,   you   motherfucker,  
you   suck   so   much!   Don’t   leave   me   outside!”  
 

His   hand   struck   my   cheek   hard.   “NO!”   I   yelled   back   at   him   angrily.   “You   cannot   leave   me  
alone   in   nature.   We   are   in   TEXAS!   You   can   hit   me   all   you   want-”  
 

“Jesus,”   he   laughed.   “I   could   see   you   the   entire   time,   darlin.   Don’t   worry,   I   won’t   let  
anything   bad   happen   to   you.   I   just   needed   to   go   get   the   rest   of   the   stuff.”   Lightly,   he   kissed   my  
lips.   It   was   only   a   peck   so   as   not   to   mess   up   my   lipstick.   “I   apologize.   It   won’t   happen   again.  
Now,   open   your   mouth.”   When   I   did,   he   put   a   ballgag   into   it.   “Lay   back   and   relax.   I’m   going   to  
draw   you   like   this.”   Then   he   pecked   the   gag.  
 

Under   the   cover   of   the   pine   trees,   I   laid   in   the   sun   while   he   sketched   me.   He   asked   if   I  
needed   a   break   twice,   checking   on   my   wrists   to   make   sure   they   weren’t   hurt.   Honestly,   I   could  
have   pushed   the   ball   out   of   my   mouth   if   I   needed   to,   so   I   wasn’t   worried   about   that   part.  
 

Then   I   felt   him   kiss   the   tops   of   my   feet   as   he   kneeled   at   the   end   of   the   lounger.   His  
hands   moved   up   and   down   my   thighs,   spreading   them   open   for   him.   Then   he   tied   my   ankles   to  
the   chair.  
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Laying   it   as   far   back   as   it   would   go,   my   body   was   drawn   tight.   His   feet   clomped   around  
me.   The   tip   of   a   leather   riding   crop   dragged   down   my   nose   and   between   the   center   of   my  
breasts.   It   connected   once   with   the   inside   of   one   of   my   thighs,   scratching   upwards   over   my  
stomach   afterward.  
 

“You   look   better   than   I   even   imagined   you   would   like   this.”   Jasper   moved   it   over   my  
nipple,   teasing   it   until   it   was   rock   hard.   Swatting   it   a   few   times,   I   gasped   against   my   gag.   “You  
enjoy   that,   don’t   you,   slut?”  
 

I   nodded   my   head.   He   popped   it   a   few   more   times   in   quick   succession.   He   used   the   crop  
to   push   my   top   to   the   side   to   expose   it   to   the   air.   Humming   in   pleasure,   he   circled   it   with   the  
leather   bit.   Pinching   roughly,   Jasper   pulled   it   so   hard   my   back   arched   off   the   lounger.   When   he  
put   the   cold   metal   clamp   on,   I   whimpered.   He   moved   the   fabric   back   into   place.  
 

Then   he   did   the   same   thing   to   the   other   side.  
 

He   used   the   flogger   next,   carefully   placing   strikes   designed   to   tease   me   perfectly.  
Whenever   the   tails   went   over   the   cup   of   my   suit,   it   made   me   shudder   and   whine   with   pleasure.  
 

“You’ve   already   soaked   your   bikini,   and   I   haven’t   even   touched   you   there   yet.   I   love   how  
wet   you   get   for   me.”  
 

He   shoved   his   fingers   underneath   the   cloth,   suddenly   touching   me.   It   was   fast   and  
aggressive,   going   in   tight   circles.   Within   just   a   minute,   I   came   on   them.  
 

Sweat   dripped   from   my   forehead,   the   fabric   of   the   mask   becoming   damp   from   it.   He   slid  
the   swimsuit   to   the   side   fully   so   he   could   also   put   a   clamp   on   my   clit.   I   cursed   against   the   ball  
gag.  
 

Untying   my   legs,   Jasper   pushed   them   up   to   my   chest   so   he   could   position   himself   over  
me.   When   he   pushed   inside,   I   moaned   loudly.   He   was   on   his   knees,   pounding   into   me.   Every  
movement   created   more   pressure.   It   was   so   good.   Screaming   wantonly   against   the   ball,   I   lost  
myself   repeatedly.  
 

“Fuck,   fuck,   fuck!”   He   cursed,   his   fingers   digging   into   my   thighs.   Pulling   out,   he   came   all  
over   my   sweat   covered   chest.   
 

When   he   caught   his   breath,   he   leaned   forward   to   take   the   gag   from   my   mouth.   He  
kissed   my   lips   relentlessly.   Jasper   hovered   over   me   on   one   arm   as   his   fingertips   traced   over   my  
clit.   He   pulled   the   clamp   off   roughly.  
 

“Oh,   fuck!”   I   cried   out.  
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“You   dripped   when   I   did   that,”   he   chuckled,   leaning   down   to   kiss   it.   He   hummed   against  
my   skin,   the   vibrations   making   my   thighs   shake.   Gently,   he   sucked   it   into   his   mouth.   “I’m   going  
to   leave   the   others   on   until   you   beg   me   to   take   them   off.”  
 

Finally,   he   pulled   my   face   mask   off.   Jasper   was   also   covered   in   sweat,   his   hair   slicked  
back.   He   was   naked,   too.   His   cock   was   already   getting   hard   again.  
 

He   retrieved   the   key   for   the   cuffs,   letting   my   hands   go.   Kissing   each   wrist,   his   eyes   were  
on   mine.   “It’s   time   for   a   swim.”  
 

We   fucked   three   more   times   during   the   day.   When   he   realized   I   would   never   ask   him   to  
remove   the   clamps,   he   pulled   them   off   while   we   were   in   the   shower.   It   made   me   dizzy.  
Thankfully,   he   was   holding   me   up   against   the   wall   as   he   moved   within   me.  
 

Going   to   sleep   wasn’t   hard.   Nude,   I   snuggled   into   his   side.   Jasper   had   a   beautiful   smile  
spread   over   his   face.   We   went   to   bed   early.   It   was   exactly   what   he   needed.  
 

I   wasn’t   sure   what   time   it   was   when   he   woke   me   up.   His   fingers   smoothed   over   my  
breast,   pinching   my   tender   nipple.  
 

“Isabella,   it’s   time   to   get   up.   I’m   ready   to   use   you   again.”  
 

Confused,   I   rubbed   the   sleep   out   of   my   eyes.   “Mm,   yes,   sir.   I   need   to   use   the   potty   first,”  
I   slurred.   
 

He   chuckled   softly.   “Okay.   Go   freshen   up.”  
 

After   stumbling   to   the   bathroom,   he   put   the   mask   back   on   before   leading   me   naked  
outside.   The   air   was   sticky   hot   with   the   August   heat.   We   stopped   on   the   porch.   Stretching   my  
arms   above   my   head,   he   tied   them   to   the   overhang.  
 

“You’re   already   covered   in   bruises,”   he   murmured   in   my   ear.   “Have   I   worked   you   too  
hard?”  
 

“No,   sir.”  
 

Carefully,   Jasper   put   air   pods   into   each   of   my   ears.   It   was   already   playing   a   song.  
Lightly,   he   pressed   his   lips   against   my   cheek.   His   fingers   danced   over   my   skin,   caressing   my  
breasts   tenderly   from   behind.   Dragging   his   palms   down   my   stomach,   he   moved   them   over   my  
hips   to   my   ass.  
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He   continued   to   toy   with   it,   squeezing   and   massaging   before   moving   away   for   a   second.  
His   fingertips,   now   slick   with   lube,   played   at   that   entrance.   Pressing   gently,   he   worked   me   until   I  
was   gasping   with   two   inside   me.   Then   Jasper   pushed   a   plug   into   me.  
 

At   first,   he   teased   me   with   something   soft   like   a   feather.   With   my   lip   between   my   teeth,  
he   awoke   all   of   my   nerves   perfectly.   Then   he   switched   to   the   flogger   once   again,   dragging   and  
flicking.   Time   melting   away,   I   was   unsure   how   many   times   he   struck   me   or   for   how   long   it   lasted.  
My   whole   body   dripped   with   perspiration.   
 

Jasper   pulled   the   toy   free   from   my   ass,   playing   with   me   again   with   his   fingers.   After  
adding   more   lube,   he   replaced   them   with   his   cock.   Though   we   had   both   played   with   each   other,  
he   had   never   done   this   to   me   before.   He   was   so   big   it   scared   me   a   little.   He   stayed   still,   allowing  
me   to   adjust.  
 

“Is   it   okay?”   He   questioned.   I   nodded   quickly.   Gingerly,   he   moved   within   me   as   his   hand  
slipped   to   my   front.   His   palm   pressed   against   the   apex   of   my   thighs.  
 

After   a   moment,   he   pushed   the   sleep   mask   off.   The   sun   was   coming   up   over   the   lake.  
The   trees   were   perfectly   reflected   off   the   still   waters.   Fog   filled   the   air,   creeping   over   the  
landscape.   “Open   your   eyes   and   look.   See   how   beautiful   it   is,”   he   whispered   in   my   ear   as   he  
continued   to   fuck   me.   His   fingers   wrapped   around   my   throat   gently.   “This   is   what   I   want   for   the  
rest   of   our   lives.   To   be   with   you,   doing   things   like   this,   every   single   day   we   can.   I   love   you.”  
 

I   didn’t   expect   my   orgasm,   and   neither   did   he.   “I   love   you,   too,”   I   whimpered   in   return.  
 

He   kept   going   until   he   came,   giving   me   two   more   in   the   process   with   his   fingers.   It   was   a  
great   thing   we   didn’t   have   neighbors.  
 

“Go   to   the   bathroom   and   start   the   tub,”   he   ordered   as   he   swatted   my   ass   once   I   was  
free.  
 

The   hot   water   was   perfect   for   my   sore   muscles.   While   sitting   on   his   lap,   he   rubbed   my  
shoulders   gently.   I   felt   so   content   with   the   world.   Everything   was   going   in   the   right   direction  
again.   A   part   of   me   hoped   they   would   call   about   the   townhouse,   but   that   was   wishful   thinking.  
 

“What’s   on   your   mind?”   he   questioned   as   his   fingers   ran   down   the   back   of   my   neck.  
 

I   bit   my   lip,   glancing   over   my   shoulder   at   him.   “Our   place.”  
 
He   sighed   softly,   pressing   a   kiss   to   my   throat.   “I’m   so   excited,”   he   admitted.   Jasper  

chuckled.   “You   know,   I   never   even   thought   I’d   have   this   kind   of   relationship.   Now,   here   I   am,  
thinking   about   marriage   and-”  
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I   turned   in   surprise   to   look   at   him.   “You’re   thinking   about   marriage?”  
 

He   seemed   just   as   shocked   by   my   reaction.   “Aren’t   you?”  
 

“I   know   we’ve   joked   about   it,   but   I   didn’t   think   you   were   the   type.   I   mean,   I   guess   you  
are.   But   I   didn’t   think-”  
 

“We’re   moving   in   together.   Isn’t   that   the   next   vanilla   step?”  
 

I   laughed   at   his   wording.   “We   don’t   have   to   do   everything   the   vanillas   do.”  
 

Frowning,   he   touched   my   cheek.   “Do   you   not   want   to   get   married?”  
 

“I   don’t   know,”   I   confessed   before   taking   a   deep   breath.   “I   want   to   be   with   you   for   the   rest  
of   my   life,   but…   I   saw   what   marriage   was   like   between   my   parents.   And   I   know   I’m   like   my  
mom.   She   really   hurt   my   dad,   and   I   don’t   wanna   do   that   to   you.”  
 

Slowly,   he   smiled.   “You’re   worried   about   hurting   me?”  
 

“Of   course,”   I   replied.   “You’re   a   good   man,   and   so   loyal.   I   know   you’ll   never   do   anything  
to   harm   me   or   our   relationship.”  
 

Drawing   his   hand   over   my   cheek,   his   expression   was   sad.   “How   can   you   think   that?  
Especially   after   last   week?”  
 

“It   won’t   happen   again,   so,”   I   shrugged.  
 

Closing   his   eyes,   he   rested   his   face   against   my   shoulder.   “Bella,   you   won’t   hurt   me.   I  
know   what   kind   of   woman   you   are.   It’s   not   in   you.   Your   soul   is   like   sunshine   and   fresh   air.   You’re  
pure.”  
 

“You   literally   just   fucked   my   ass,”   I   remarked   dryly.  
 

He   scoffed   and   sat   back   against   the   edge   of   the   tub.   “That   has   nothing   to   do   with   that,  
and   you   know   it.”   Jasper   paused   for   a   moment   and   tilted   his   head   to   the   side.   “Does   BDSM  
have   any   association   in   your   mind   with   your   fear   of   marriage?   Do   you   feel   as   if   it   makes   you  
unworthy   of   something   that’s   considered   sacred   by   most?   Because   it   doesn’t,   darlin.”  
 

Blinking   several   times,   I   didn’t   know   what   to   say.   “Okay.   Don’t   go   all   therapy   on   me,   sir.”  
 

My   boyfriend   ducked   his   head   and   blushed   slightly.   “Yeah,   I’m   sorry.   This   is   not   the   time  
to   talk   about   that.”   
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“I’m   not   against   marriage,”   I   assured   him.   “I   just   haven’t   thought   about   it   for   us.   But   it  
pleasantly   surprises   me   you   do,   sir.   That’s   what   I   mean   when   I   say   you’re   loyal.   And   I   can   see  
why   you’d   want   to   get   married.   Your   parents   set   a   wonderful   example.   If   we   can   be   as   happy   as  
them   at   their   age,   I   think   we’ll   have   done   well   in   our   lives.”  
 

“I   think   so,   too,”   he   agreed   with   a   small   smile.   Jasper   cleared   his   throat.   “Just   like   our  
place   together,   I   won’t   rush.   We’ll   find   the   right   moment   for   us.   And   if   we   do,   we’ll   definitely  
elope,”   he   finished   playfully.  
 

“Vegas?”   I   teased   in   return.  
 

“Sounds   good   to   me.”  
 
 

 
 

Chapter   Twenty-four:   Moving   Ahead  
 

Sunday   morning,   I   didn’t   want   to   leave.   Friday   and   Saturday   were   heavenly.   We   had   so  
much   sex   I   would   probably   need   a   week   to   recover   from   it   all.   Covered   in   bruises   and   hickies,   I  
had   to   wear   a   high-necked   t-shirt   to   hide   them   all   and   long   blue   jeans   instead   of   shorts.   I   didn’t  
mind.   My   thighs   and   ass   were   burning   from   the   intense   workout.   I   definitely   got   my   cardio   in.  
Even   my   lips   were   a   little   swollen.   We   made   out   in   the   water   for   maybe   two   hours   the   evening  
before.  
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Jasper   ended   the   scene   when   we   woke   up   after   thanking   me   for   my   submission   and  

telling   how   much   he   worshiped   and   adored   me.   And   he   said   he   couldn’t   wait   to   serve   me   for   a  
weekend   away.   The   idea   played   in   my   head   as   we   got   ready   to   go.  
 

“Do   you   think   you   could   do   it   for   the   whole   weekend?”   I   questioned   as   I   cleaned   up.   We  
had   a   small   breakfast   on   the   porch,   enjoying   the   morning   before   it   got   too   hot.   After   we   dropped  
our   stuff   off   at   his   hotel,   we   were   supposed   to   have   his   birthday   meal   with   his   parents   and  
Mamaw.   They   wanted   to   go   after   church.   
 

Thankfully,   we   would   get   to   skip   that.   I   couldn’t   have   walked   into   the   building   without  
being   struck   down   by   a   lightning   bolt,   if   his   grandmother   didn’t   embarrass   me   to   death   first.   I  
couldn’t   sit   next   to   the   woman   while   thinking   about   how   only   hours   before   my   man,   her   sweet  
grandson,   ate   my   ass   like   a   cupcake.   It   would   be   hard   enough   to   have   a   meal.  
 

He   chuckled   softly,   putting   his   dirty   clothing   in   a   plastic   bag.   I   would   wash   it   all   later  
when   we   went   to   my   place.   “I   think   so.   It   might   be   tough.   But   it   was   difficult   to   stay   in   the   control  
mindset   the   entire   time   with   you   this   weekend,   too.   For   a   few   hours,   or   even   a   day   is   fun,   but   I  
like   my   feisty   girl.”  
 

“Do   you-”   I   crawled   towards   him   on   the   bed,   but   his   phone   started   to   ring   in   his   pocket.  
“Who’s   that?   Isn’t   it   kind   of   early?”   I   questioned   as   I   sat   back   on   my   bare   feet.  
 

Pulling   it   out,   he   frowned   when   he   saw   the   number.   He   closed   his   eyes   and   licked   his  
dry   lips.   “It’s   the   DA   in   Albany.”  
 

“Oh,”   I   mumbled   in   surprise.   We   had   only   been   away   for   a   month.   My   throat   tightened.  
 

“Hale,”   he   answered,   bringing   the   device   up   to   his   ear.   Jasper   looked   up   towards   the  
ceiling,   his   mouth   turned   down.   “No,   it’s   fine.   You   didn’t   wake   me.   What   can   I   do   for   you   this  
morning,   ma’am?”   Pausing,   he   listened   to   what   she   had   to   say.   His   tongue   ran   over   his   teeth   in  
his   mouth   as   he   chewed   on   the   information.   “I   see.   Yeah.   Okay.   Yes,   ma’am.”   He   nodded.  
“Thank   you   for   letting   me   know.   You,   too.   Have   a   good   day.”   When   they   hung   up,   he   said  
nothing.   Tension   filled   the   air.  
 

“What?”   I   pushed   as   I   reached   for   him.  
 

He   scratched   the   back   of   his   neck.   “They   set   the   trial   date   on   Friday.   It’s   starting   in   two  
weeks.”  
 

Adjusting   my   legs,   I   sat   on   the   edge   of   the   bed.   “Wow.   That   was   fast.   So   much   faster  
than   I   was   expecting.”  
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“Both   sides   are   pushing   to   move   ahead   as   quickly   as   possible,   though   I   don’t   fully  
understand   why.   And   they   want   me   to   be   up   there   for   the   whole   thing.”  
 

“Why?!”   I   loudly   demanded.  
 

He   grimaced.   “I’m   one   of   the   star   witnesses.   They   may   call   me   to   the   stand   more   than  
once.   It’ll   probably   be   at   least   two   months,   but   sometimes   these   things   go   on   for   longer,   even  
years-”   Jasper   sighed,   slipping   the   phone   back   into   his   pocket   before   pushing   his   hair   away  
from   his   forehead.  
 

“I’m   going   with   you   again,”   I   informed   him.   It   wasn’t   a   question   or   a   request.   I   didn’t   want  
to   be   without   him,   and   I   knew   the   stress   and   memories   would   take   a   toll   on   him.   He   was   getting  
better   with   his   PTSD,   but   it   still   affected   him.   There   was   no   way   I   would   let   him   breakdown   like  
he   did   when   I   first   arrived   before.  
 

Swallowing   hard,   he   bit   his   lip   as   he   glanced   away   from   me.   After   closing   his   eyes,   he  
took   a   deep   breath.   Finally,   he   nodded   and   gazed   at   me   again.   “Good.”   He   smiled.   “They’ll   call  
you   to   the   stand,   too.   It’ll   make   it   easier   if   you’re   up   there,   anyway.”  
 

“I   just   want   to   be   there   for   you,”   I   remarked   as   I   stood,   swiftly   closing   the   distance   to   hug  
him.   He   brought   me   into   his   arms,   kissing   my   lips   lightly.   “It’s   okay.   Back   to   the   shabby   little  
apartment?”   He   unhappily   nodded   again.   “Yay!”  
 

Softly,   he   chuckled.   “I   guess   we’ll   have   that   pod   shipped   back   up   there.   If   you   wanted,  
you   could   pack   a   lot   more   stuff   to   bring   with   us   this   time.”  
 

“Then   just   ship   it   again   when   we’re   done?”   I   sucked   on   my   lip   as   I   thought   about   it.   I  
would   make   that   place   so   much   better.   There   were   quite   a   few   things   I   could   bring   to   make   the  
whole   trip   more   pleasant.   Items   from   my   kitchen.   Also,   I   could   pick   up   some   pantry   goods   we  
could   only   get   in   Texas.   Like   his   favorite   hot   sauce   and   my   preferred   ketchup.   “Oh,   that’ll   be  
nice!   Will   we   stay   in   the   same   place?”  
 

“Probably.   She’ll   be   sending   the   official   paperwork   tomorrow   to   my   boss.   She   just  
wanted   to   give   me   a   polite   head’s   up.   That   poor   woman   is   working   twenty-hour   days.”   Jasper  
made   a   face,   shaking   his   head.  
 

I   squeezed   his   waist.   “I   don’t   envy   her.”  
 

“Neither   do   I,”   he   agreed.   Gently,   he   laid   his   head   on   top   of   mine.   “What   about   the  
house?   What   are   we   going   to   do   about   that?”  
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“Hopefully,   we   can   do   the   paperwork   before   we   leave,   and   it’ll   be   waiting   for   us   when   we  
get   back.”   I   shrugged,   peeking   up   at   him.   “It’ll   give   us   time   to   shop   online   for   furniture   and   find  
what   we   want.”  
 

“Yeah.   And   we   could   have   any   work   done   we   want   while   we   were   away,   too.   My   mom  
wouldn’t   mind   keeping   an   eye   on   that   for   us,   I   don’t   think.”  
 

I   giggled.   “If   you   give   her   a   key,   she’ll   make   one   of   those   rooms   into   a   nursery   while  
we’re   away.”  
 

“So,   I   don’t   think   Rose   would   mind   keeping   an   eye   on   it   for   us,”   he   restated,   making   me  
laugh   loudly.   I   pushed   my   face   into   his   chest.   “I’m   pretty   sure   we   have   a   few   vanilla   steps   before  
we   get   to   that.”   His   arms   pleasantly   squeezed   me.   “Crazy   woman.   I   know   we   just   turned  
thirty-five,   but   damn,   we   have   time.   Calm   down,   or   you’re   only   getting   grand   puppies.”  
 

“I   prefer   cats,”   I   teased.   “I   don’t   know   if   I   want   any   pets.   I   want   to   travel   around   with   you  
for   a   while,   and   that   might   make   things   complicated.”  
 

“Yeah,   you’ll   probably   have   to   do   a   book   tour   once   Rabbit   gets   published   anyway,”   he  
whispered   seductively   in   my   ear.   I   giggled   at   his   flirting.   It   was   stupidly   effective   on   me.   His  
fingers   twisted   with   my   hair,   pulling   me   into   a   kiss.   “Everyone   will   want   to   know   about   the   sexy  
new   author   with   her   amazing   novel.   Mm,   I   definitely   have   to   be   your   bodyguard.   It’s   perfect   for  
me.   I   can’t   take   my   eyes   off   of   you,   anyway.”  
 

“Oh,   my   god,”   I   laughed   as   he   spread   it   on   extra   thick.   “You’re   already   going   to   get   laid.  
You   don’t   have   to   heap   it   on   like   that.”  
 

He   charmingly   grinned,   throwing   me   down   onto   the   bed   before   he   hurriedly   crawled   on  
top   of   me.   For   a   long   minute,   we   kissed.   “This   is   okay.   We   will   be   fine,”   he   breathed   when   he  
pulled   away.   He   was   saying   it   to   reassure   himself,   not   me.  
 

I   pushed   his   hair   behind   his   ear,   smiling   as   I   did.   “Yup.   All   is   well.   And   if   it’s   not,   we’ll  
figure   it   out   together.   We’ve   already   got   a   head   start   this   time.”  
 

When   we   got   to   the   restaurant   Jasper   picked   out,   Caroline   hugged   me   like   she   hadn’t  
just   seen   me   the   week   before.   I   didn’t   mind,   though.   She   smiled   at   her   son,   kissing   his   cheek.  
She   knew   how   much   he   disliked   being   smothered   with   attention,   especially   while   in   public.  
 

“Did   you   enjoy   your   romantic   getaway?”   She   asked   pleasantly   when   she   pulled   back   to  
look   at   me.   “A   cabin   by   the   lake   seems   so   sweet.   We   should   do   that,   Justin,”   she   said,   looking  
at   her   husband   over   her   shoulder.   Her   blond   hair   was   extra   curly   and   stiff   for   church.  
 



/

It   was   so   hard   not   to   cackle   in   her   face,   especially   because   it   made   her   boy   cough   in  
surprise.   He   was   trying   to   cover   up   his   snorting   laugh.   I   nudged   his   side.   Jasper   wasn’t   helping.  
He   was   so   terrible   at   controlling   his   reactions   around   her.   She   knew   how   to   push   all   of   his  
buttons   in   the   funniest   ways.  
 

“He   thinks   you’re   too   old   for   that,”   Mamaw   grinned,   coming   to   put   an   arm   around   my  
waist.   “Hi,   sugar.”   She   patted   my   forearm   with   her   soft,   warm,   wrinkled   hand.  
 

“Hi,”   I   giggled.  
 

“I   don’t.   I   just   don’t   want   to   think   about   it,”   he   answered   honestly.   She   loudly   snorted.  
“You’re   a   mischievous   old   broad,   you   know   that?”  
 

She   laughed   at   his   attitude.   “I’m   going   to   knit   that   on   a   sweater.”  
 

“Make   me   one,”   I   whispered   to   her.   She   snickered   and   slapped   my   back.   Playfully,   she  
winked   at   me.  
 

“Y’all   are   both   bad,”   he   remarked,   shaking   his   head.  
 

Caroline   ignored   her.   She   took   her   son’s   arm   and   walked   inside   the   restaurant.   “So,  
what   did   y’all   do?”  
 

Mamaw   leaned   into   me.   “I   feel   like   she’s   feeding   me   straight   lines.   Everyone   knows   what  
you   did   this   weekend,”   she   uttered   only   loud   enough   for   me   to   hear.   It   made   tears   spring   to   my  
eyes   as   I   tried   to   keep   from   laughing.   I   was   so   grateful   we   didn’t   agree   to   go   to   church.  
 

“Good   Lord   above,   I   hope   not,”   I   answered.  
 

She   chortled,   throwing   her   head   back.   It   made   her   cough.   The   smell   of   cigarettes  
perfumed   the   air   when   she   did.   “Aw,   I   miss   birthday   sex.”  
 

“I   can   hear   you,   Mother!”   Justin   commented   with   clear   discomfort   in   his   voice.  
 

“Well,   good   for   you   then.   I   guess   I   don’t   have   to   speak   up,”   she   sassed,   rolling   her   eyes  
and   shaking   her   head.   She   sniffed,   looking   over   at   Jasper.   “Boy,   you   picked   a   great   place.”  
 

He   smirked   at   her.   “Y’all   took   me   here   when   I   turned   seventeen,   too.   Remember?   I   think  
that   was   the   last   one   before   Papaw   died.   He   loved   it,   too.”   He   smiled   at   the   memory.   “That   was  
a   nice   birthday.   He   would   have   liked   you,”   he   told   me   as   we   sat   down   at   the   table.   My   boyfriend  
pulled   my   chair   out   for   me   like   a   gentleman,   giving   me   a   light   kiss   on   the   cheek   as   I   did.  
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“Yeah,   he   would,”   Justin   agreed   with   a   grin   of   his   own.   He   sat   across   from   us,   his   wife  
beside   him.   Mamaw   sat   at   the   end   between   the   two   men.  
 

“He’d   love   your   cooking,   that’s   for   sure.   That   man   could   eat,”   he   recalled   before   looking  
down   at   his   lap   into   his   hands.   “I   had   a   dream   not   too   long   ago   actually   where   you   made  
meatloaf,   and   we   had   dinner   with   him.   It   was   so   nice.”  
 

“You   got   a   visit   from   heaven,”   Mamaw   sighed   with   a   soft   smile.   “He   visits   me   a   lot,   too.”  
 

I   didn’t   believe   that,   but   it   was   a   pleasant   thought.   All   throughout   the   month,   I   dreamed  
about   all   the   times   I   moved   as   a   kid   and   all   the   places   I   lived.   I   understood   why.   Briefly,   I  
wondered   if   he   had   those.   He   traveled   so   much   it   probably   blurred   together.  
 

“Would   you   like   me   to   make   you   some   meatloaf   soon?”   I   offered.   He   nodded   quickly,  
grinning   for   a   second   before   he   bumped   his   forehead   to   mine.   “It’s   one   of   my   favorites,   too.”  

 
After   our   meal,   Jasper   shifted   uncomfortably   in   his   chair.   I   knew   what   he   was   building   up  

to,   and   he   wasn’t   looking   forward   to   doing   it   in   the   least.   He   saved   it   for   the   end   to   keep   the   guilt  
to   a   minimum.   “So,   we   have   something   to   tell   y’all,”   he   began   slowly,   each   word   carefully  
spoken.  
 

“Did   you   get   engaged?”   Caroline   asked   excitedly,   leaning   in   to   look   at   my   hands   that  
were   resting   on   the   table.   Self   consciously,   they   dropped   to   my   lap   as   I   straightened   my  
shoulders.  
 

He   sighed,   attempting   to   not   roll   his   eyes.   Jasper   should   have   seen   that   coming.   “No.”  
He   cleared   his   throat   uncomfortably.   She   was   making   it   worse   without   even   trying.   “We’re   going  
back   up   to   New   York   state   for   the   trial.   We’ll   have   to   fly   up   there   by   the   middle   of   next   week,  
probably.”   My   boyfriend   took   my   hand   under   the   table   to   squeeze   it   lightly.  
 

“Oh   no,”   she   pouted,   her   whole   body   sinking   in   her   spot.   “For   how   long?”   He   shrugged   in  
answer,   making   her   frown   grow.   “But   we   just   got   you   back!   You   said   you   were   coming   home!”  
 

“I   know.   I’m   sorry.   Hopefully,   it   won’t   be   for   as   long.   But   I   can’t   make   any   promises.   Trust  
me,   if   I   could   skip   this,   I   would.   Neither   one   of   us   wants   to   be   there.”  
 

She   looked   over   at   me.   “And   you’re   both   going?”  
 

I   opened   my   mouth   to   answer.   Once   again,   Jasper’s   phone   rang.   It   was   a   Texas   number  
I   didn’t   recognize.   I   leaned   in   to   peek   at   it.   “I’m   sorry,   let   me   take   this   real   quick.   It   might   be  
work.”   He   brought   it   up   to   his   ear.   “Hale?”  
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I   was   close   enough   to   hear   the   other   side   of   this   conversation.   “Hi,   Dr.   Hale?   This   is  
Maria.   I   work   for   Realmax,”   she   said   brightly.   She   worked   for   the   realtor   we   were   using.   She  
was   her   secretary   if   I   remembered   correctly.   “I   wanted   to   call   and   let   you   know   that   the  
paperwork   for   the   mortgage   came   through.   When   would   be   a   good   time   to   sign   the   papers?”  
 

A   quick   smile   flashed   over   his   face.   “Can   we   do   it   this   week?”  
 

“Yes,   sir.   Any   time   this   week.   We   are   open   from   seven   to   seven,   seven   days   a   week.   It  
takes   a   couple   of   hours,   just   to   let   you   know.”  
 

“Yeah.   Okay.   That’s   fine.   Um…   I   have   to   arrange   for   some   time   off.   Can   we   come   in   on  
Tuesday?   Noon?”   He   looked   at   me.   I   grinned,   nodding   my   head   vigorously.  
 

“Perfect!”   she   replied.   “Okay,   I’ve   got   your   appointment   down.   Please   bring   your   ID   with  
you   and   call   me   if   you   need   to   change   it.”  
 

“Thank   you,”   he   breathed   before   he   hung   up.   Right   away,   Jasper   kissed   me   with   his  
hand   wrapped   around   the   back   of   my   neck.   “Yeah.   Everything   will   be   just   fine,”   he   whispered  
when   he   pulled   away.  
 

I   wanted   to   cry,   but   I   kept   it   in.   I   was   so   happy.   “Yup.   Sure   is.”   When   I   turned   to   look  
around   us,   his   family   was   all   curiously   staring.   I   laughed   because   I   had   forgotten   they   were  
there.   “We   got   a   house!   So,   when   we   get   back,   we’ll   have   a   home   that’s   all   ours.”  
 

“Wonderful!”   Caroline   warmed   up.  
 

“I   think   you’ve   had   a   good   week   there,   son,”   his   father   teased   lightly.   It   was   very   sweet.  
He   had   a   big   smile   on   his   face.  
 

“Yeah,   it   has   been,”   he   happily   agreed.   
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Chapter   Twenty-five:   Straight   to  

Business  
 
 

Jasper   took   time   off   so   we   could   do   the   paperwork.   We   would   get   the   keys   from   the  
realtor   when   we   returned.   The   old   owners   needed   to   finish   moving   all   of   their   things   out,   but   it  
wouldn’t   take   that   long.   Once   they   did,   they   would   have   the   place   deep-cleaned,   and   the   roof  
replaced   for   us.  
 

We   spent   the   rest   of   the   afternoon   celebrating   with   cake   and   champagne   in   bed   at   the  
hotel.  
 

When   we   flew   back   to   New   York   the   next   week,   I   was   so   excited.   The   pod   was   waiting  
for   us   when   we   arrived,   only   showing   up   a   few   moments   before   us.   When   we   came   back   to  
Dallas,   it   would   be   sent   to   our   townhouse.   
 

I   grinned   stupidly   to   myself   when   we   stood   in   the   doorway.   We   were   even   in   the   same  
one.  
 

Everything   seemed   perfect.  
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Jasper   was   worried   he   would   slip   back   into   his   depression   when   we   returned   to   the  
northeast.   But   he   didn’t.   I   was   there   to   keep   him   safe   from   the   night   terrors   while   they   did   the  
final   prep.   He   would   be   the   first   witness   called   to   the   stand,   coming   every   day   to   sit   and   wait   to  
be   summoned.   
 

The   idea   stressed   him   out,   understandably.   He   had   done   this   before,   but   not   for   such   a  
large   case.   Usually,   he   would   only   be   there   for   his   part.   But   that’s   not   what   the   FBI   wanted   with  
this   one.   They   needed   everything   to   go   perfect,   so   they   could   fry   King.   New   York   had   recently  
brought   back   the   death   penalty   after   not   having   it   for   years.   Some   were   using   Royce’s   name   as  
a   reason.   I   hated   that   we   couldn’t   escape   it.   If   I   could,   I   would   make   it   all   go   away.   If   I   never   had  
to   hear   it   again,   it   would   have   been   okay   with   me.   My   strong   man   felt   as   if   he   were   reliving   it   for  
the   hundredth   time,   and   it   hurt   the   same.  
 

Jasper   said   he   would   rather   get   stabbed   by   a   spoon   a   dozen   times   than   see   the   pictures  
again.   They   were   burnt   into   his   brain,   feeding   his   nightmares.  
 

So,   to   make   it   a   little   easier,   I   decided   to   go   with   him.   I   thought   of   it   as   research.   It   could  
only   improve   my   writing,   especially   if   a   publisher   was   so   excited   about   my   crime   and   thriller  
novels.   Jasper   didn’t   want   me   to   have   it   in   my   head   like   it   was   his,   but   I   was   stronger   than   what  
he   gave   me   credit   for.   I   knew   I   could   handle   it   and   give   him   the   support   he   needed   throughout  
the   ordeal.  
 

I   wondered   in   what   ways   it   would   inspire   me.   It   would   probably   be   dark   and   twisted,   to  
say   the   least.   I   had   avoided   writing   anything   serious   since   I   finished   the   cop   story.   I   needed   fluffy  
light   romance   and   dirty   smut.   My   boyfriend   didn’t   mind   at   all.   I   kept   all   my   websites   up   and   was  
doing   about   as   well   as   I   had   done   in   previous   years.  
 

Sam   was   happy   to   have   us   in   Albany   again.   He   only   got   two   weeks   of   vacation   to   see  
his   wife.   I   wasn’t   sure   how   she   did   it,   because   I   knew   I   couldn’t.   I   couldn’t   be   away   from   my   man  
that   long.   Selfishly,   I   was   glad   I   met   him   after   his   stretch   in   the   service.   His   year-long  
deployments   would   have   killed   me.   I   couldn’t   have   been   a   military   wife.   But   in   fairness,   I   don’t  
think   Jasper   could   have   been   a   military   husband,   either.  
 

Coming   back   even   saved   Eric   a   trip   to   Dallas   for   a   meeting   he   wanted   to   have   with   me  
about   the   books.   As   time   went   on,   it   all   became   so   much   more   real.   I   had   never   expected   to   be  
published.   Yet   it   would   happen   by   the   end   of   the   year,   from   what   he   was   saying.   He   seemed  
more   thrilled   than   I   was.   I   wasn’t   sure   how   that   was   possible.  
 

Jasper   was   working   the   Friday   I   went   to   meet   with   Mr.   Yorkie,   still   doing   prep.   This   time,  
he   had   selected   a   sweet   little   French   restaurant   for   a   late   afternoon   lunch.   It   was   more   relaxed  
than   the   places   we   had   gone   to   before.   He   already   had   a   table   when   I   arrived,   a   bottle   of   wine  
waiting   for   me.   It   was   the   same   kind   I   had   ordered   the   last   occasion   we   met,   so   he   knew   I   liked  
it.  
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“Bella!   It’s   always   such   a   pleasure   to   see   you!”   he   said   with   a   pleasant   smile,   giving   me  

a   friendly,   lose-armed   hug   from   the   side.   “Oh,   your   perfume   is   lovely!”  
 

Giggling,   I   blushed   at   his   praise.   “Thank   you.   I   get   complimented   on   it   a   lot.   Jasper   got   it  
for   me   with   the   help   of   my   best   friend.   She’s   got   exquisite   taste.   She’s   the   one   that   set   me   up  
with   him.”  
 

“How   sweet,”   he   chuckled   as   we   both   sat.   “So,”   he   cleared   his   throat.   “The   trial   is   about  
to   start?”  
 

That   wasn’t   the   question   I   was   expecting   from   him,   but   I   shouldn’t   have   been   surprised.  
He   usually   worked   in   true   crime.   “Yes,   it   is.   It’s   so   quick.”  
 

He   removed   his   jacket,   getting   a   little   more   comfortable.   “Whispers   say   his   attorney   is  
demanding   to   exercise   his   right   to   a   ‘speedy’   trial.”   He   made   finger   quotes.   “I   think   he’s   hoping  
to   rush   them,   so   they   miss   something.   Or   rather,   his   team   of   million-dollar   lawyers   does.”  
 

My   nose   wrinkled   in   disgust.   “If   they   find   more   bodies,   they   can   always   charge   him   later.  
They   have   to   realize   there   is   enough   evidence   to   convict   him   ten   times   over,   though.   That   cabin  
was   a   goldmine   for   the   FBI.”  
 

“That’s   why   they’re   pulling   every   trick   that   they   can,”   he   answered   smartly.   “I   guess   they  
want   to   do   whatever   they   can.   His   family   has   the   money   to   waste,   that’s   for   sure.   But   he’s   going  
to   spend   a   lot   of   time   in   prison   for   what   he   did   to   your   boyfriend   and   that   SWAT   team   member  
no   matter   what.”   He   sniffled,   almost   bored   as   he   adjusted   his   tie.  
 

“I   hope   so,”   I   breathed.   I   shook   my   head,   trying   to   get   a   million   thoughts   out   of   it.   “I’m  
ready   for   it   to   be   over,   so   I   guess   it’s   a   good   thing.   It   won’t   matter.   He’ll   get   what’s   coming   to   him  
no   matter   what,”   I   repeated   his   words.   “And   Jasper   will   finally   be   able   to   heal.   He   acts   so   hard,  
but   the   toll   it   took   on   him   was…”   I   trailed   off   and   sighed.   After   a   moment,   I   forced   a   smile.  
“Anyway,   what   did   you   want   to   talk   to   me   about?”  
 

“Ah,   straight   to   business,”   he   paused   when   the   waiter   put   down   a   plate   with   a   selection  
of   meat.   “Oh,   I   hope   you   don’t   mind.   I   got   an   appetizer.   I   didn’t   get   to   eat   before.   We   can   order  
something   else.”  
 

“No,   this   is   fine,”   I   replied.   He   waved   his   hand   over   it   in   an   offer.   It   all   looked   delicious.  
“Thank   you.”   I   picked   up   a   piece   of   the   thinly   sliced   toast   and   some   pate   along   with   a   couple   of  
pieces   of   Jamon.   It   crackled   when   I   took   a   bite,   crumbles   falling   into   my   palm   as   I   tried   to   catch  
them.   He   poured   me   a   glass   of   wine   as   I   did.  
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Eric   had   a   quick   nibble   of   a   pickle,   stuffing   it   to   his   cheek   to   talk.   He   smiled   awkwardly.  
“So,   we   set   a   date   for   release.”   He   swallowed,   then   licked   his   lips.   “It’ll   be   on   September  
thirteenth,   and   pre-orders   start   Monday   at   midnight.”   He   picked   out   other   things   to   try,   popping  
an   olive   in   his   mouth.  
 

My   heart   sped   up   as   I   gasped   softly.   “That’s   my   birthday.”  
 

He   lit   up.   Sitting   back   in   his   chair,   Mr.   Yorkie   clapped   his   hands   as   his   grin   grew   wide   on  
his   handsome   face.   His   dark   eyes   crinkled   around   the   edges.   “That’s   perfect!   Well,   happy   early  
birthday,   I   guess.   I’ll   have   to   get   you   a   gift,”   he   teased.   
 

I   laughed   quietly.   “That’ll   be   enough.   This   is   a   dream   come   true.”   My   hand   went   to   fidget  
with   my   lock   and   key.   It   felt   as   if   my   heart   would   thunder   out   of   my   chest.  
 

Lifting   his   wine   glass,   we   clinked   cups.   “It’s   just   the   beginning.   Cheers.”  
 

“Cheers,”   I   whispered,   taking   a   big   gulp.  
 

Grabbing   a   piece   of   bread,   he   covered   it   with   some   pate.   He   heaped   it   on   and   shoved   it  
all   in   his   mouth   at   once.   “The   second   thing   I   wanted   to   talk   to   you   about   was   to   see   if   you’d   be  
willing   to   do   some   interviews,   maybe   a   reading   or   two.   For   marketing.   We’ll   pay   for   your   hotel  
and   food.   It’ll   be   in   New   York   City.   It’ll   be   two   days   of   hard   work,   but   it’ll   get   your   name   out  
there.”  
 

“Well,   as   long   as   I’m   not   on   the   witness   stand,   I   can   be   there,”   I   assured   him.   I   would   do  
anything   they   asked   to   make   it   as   successful   as   possible.  
 

“Great!   We’ll   have   our   stylist   come   in   and   dress   you   and   do   your   hair   and   makeup   since  
we’ll   be   on   television   for   some   of   them.   And   we’d   like   to   take   some   pictures,   too.”   He   wiped   his  
face   with   a   napkin   to   get   some   crumbs   off.   
 

“How   exciting!”   I   nervously   giggled.   “I   can’t   wait.   It   should   be   fun.   I   love   talking   about  
myself,”   I   lied.  
 

Eric   took   a   sip   of   wine   before   he   tipped   it   towards   me.   “Then   this   will   be   a   walk   in   the  
park   for   us.   I’ll   be   by   your   side   the   entire   time   to   help,   though.”   He   winked,   then   popped   a   piece  
of   meat   into   his   mouth   and   chewed   for   a   moment.   “So,   what   are   you   thinking   about   for   lunch?”  
 

He   was   truly   a   man   who   thought   with   his   stomach,   and   I   could   respect   that.  
 

It   was   a   meeting   we   definitely   could   have   had   by   email   or   telephone.   Jasper   had   once  
complained   about   them,   but   I   loved   it.   Not   only   did   I   get   a   free   meal,   but   he   gave   me   the   best  
birthday   present.   It   was   beyond   exciting,   and   I   was   so   happy   I   could   barely   focus   on   eating.   We  
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shared   two   bottles   of   wine,   though.   It   made   me   tipsy   and   warm.   The   entire   ride   back   to   the  
hotel,   I   lounged   lazily   in   the   taxi.   
 

I   danced   into   our   wonderful   little   hovel.   My   boyfriend   was   already   home   from   work,   his  
days   seemingly   shorter   than   before.   He   had   told   me   he   was   just   answering   questions   for   the  
prosecutors   repeatedly,   clarifying   any   information   he   could.   He   looked   up   in   confusion   from   his  
spot   in   front   of   the   fridge.   Jasper   was   in   his   sleep   pants,   even   if   it   was   only   six.   
 

Mr.   Yorkie   talked   for   a   long   while   about   all   the   things   I   would   be   doing.   Like   what   would  
happen   during   the   interviews   and   the   people   I   would   speak   with,   too.   There   would   be   many  
magazines   and   newspapers   I   would   sit   down   with   for   short   spurts   of   time   each.   He   said   I   would  
probably   answer   the   same   questions   repeatedly.   Just   like   Jasper,   but   a   lot   less   important.  
 

“They   set   a   release   date.   Pre-sales   start   next   week.   It’ll   be   out   on   my   birthday,”   I  
declared   as   tears   sprang   to   my   eyes.   My   hand   flew   to   my   mouth,   laughing   to   keep   from   crying.  
 

“Yes!”   He   cheered,   rushing   over   to   me.   I   was   in   his   arms   in   a   second,   being   spun  
around.   I   squealed   loudly   with   joy,   holding   on   as   tightly   as   I   could.   “It’s   so   soon!   Jesus.”   Grinning  
with   his   happiness,   he   cupped   my   cheek   when   he   put   me   back   down   to   my   feet.   Jasper   bent  
down   a   little   to   look   into   my   eyes.   “Well,   I   know   one   thing   we’ll   be   doing   that   day.”  
 

“What’s   that?”   I   teased,   smirking   up   at   him   stupidly   to   flirt.  
 

Gently,   he   rubbed   his   nose   along   my   own   before   resting   his   forehead   against   mine.   “I’m  
going   to   walk   right   into   Barnes   and   Noble,   and   I’m   going   to   buy   the   best   book   in   the   world.   And  
then   I’ll   have   the   beautiful   author   sign   it   for   me.”   He   grabbed   my   face   with   both   hands   and  
kissed   me   deeply.   I   smiled   against   his   mouth.  
 

“I’ll   be   in   a   real   bookstore!”   I   declared   in   wonder.   
 

“Yes,   you   will,”   he   chuckled.   “So,   how   many   copies   do   you   have   to   sell   to   become   a  
best-seller?   Do   you   know?”  
 

He   was   so   confident   in   me.   I   shook   my   head,   laughing   as   I   looked   away.   I   kind   of   hated  
myself   for   knowing   the   answer.   “To   be   considered   a   best-seller,   it   has   to   sell   at   least   four  
thousand.   To   be   in   the   top   ten,   I   don’t   know.   I   don’t   think-”  
 

“I   do,”   he   breathed,   smiling   at   me.   Jasper   lifted   my   chin   so   I   would   look   into   his   eyes.  
“Mainly   because   I   will   tell   every   single   person   that   I   meet   to   buy   it.   Just   fucking   everyone.   I’ll  
shout   it   at   strangers.”  
 

I   pushed   my   face   into   his   chest.   “Oh,   god.   So   will   your   parents.   And   Alice.”   Suddenly,   the  
tears   that   sat   on   the   corners   of   my   eyes   came,   moistening   his   shirt.   All   of   my   friends   and   my  
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new   family   would   be   the   first   in   line   to   order   it,   so   to   speak.   The   idea   was   so   overwhelming.  
“This   has   been   the   best   year.   I’m   so   happy.   Everything   is   going   so   well.”  
 

Wrapping   both   his   arms   around   me   securely,   he   buried   his   face   in   my   hair.   “Yes,   it   has.”  
 

“Thank   you,”   I   whispered   into   his   t-shirt.  
 

“I   had   nothing   to   do   with   this.   This   is   all   you,   darlin,”   he   answered.  
 

“No,   for   believing   in   me.   You   make   me   feel   like   I   can   accomplish   anything.”  
 

His   grip   tightened.   “You   can.”   He   paused   for   a   moment.   “So,   what   should   we   do   to  
celebrate?”  
 

“Do   you   want   to   go   to   the   Gavel   for   some   drinks?   I’m   already   half   drunk.   Why   waste   a  
good   buzz?”  
 

A   wicked   smile   grew   on   his   face.   “Can   I   fuck   you   in   the   bathroom   again?”  
 

“Yes,   sir,”   I   laughed.   “Oo,   I’ll   go   put   on   crotchless   panties   and   a   skirt   while   you   get  
changed.”   
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Chapter   Twenty-Six:   In   a   Message  
 

Sunday   night,   we   stayed   up   to   midnight   even   though   the   trial   was   starting   in   the  
morning.   Neither   of   us   would   be   able   to   sleep.   Jasper   set   his   laptop   in   front   of   us,   his   arm  
around   my   shoulder   as   I   rested   my   head   against   him.   We   just   stared   silently   at   the   screen.  
 

The   page   for   the   pre-orders   was   ticking   down   to   the   time   when   we   could   buy   it.   I   shared  
it   on   my   Isabella   Swan   sites   and   media,   getting   my   fans   of   the   original   novel   excited.   It   probably  
wasn’t   that   many,   but   it   gave   me   a   little   hope.   Caroline   was   amongst   them,   cheering   me   on   as  
loudly   as   she   could.   She   had   told   everyone   at   her   church.   And   Justin   informed   every   person  
who   worked   for   him.   He   put   it   in   his   weekly   newsletter.   Literally   thousands   of   people.   The   idea  
made   me   flush.  
 

With   every   second,   my   heart   pumped   harder.   The   counter   flipped   to   the   last   five.   The  
moment   it   was   live,   Jasper   leaned   forward   and   picked   the   option   to   buy   one.   It   auto-filled   his  
credit   card   and   our   address   since   it   was   through   Amazon.   In   under   a   minute,   he   purchased   a  
hardcover   copy   of   my   novel.  
 

My   hands   went   up   to   my   mouth   to   keep   from   crying.   The   whole   thing   was   making   me  
very   emotional.   He   pressed   a   kiss   to   my   temple.   “Congratulations,   Ms.   Swan.”  
 

“I   wonder   if   you   were   the   very   first   one.”  
 

“Goddamn,   I   hope   so.”  
 

I   giggled   softly.   A   moment   later,   my   best   friend   and   Tanya   texted   me   seconds   apart.  
They   both   said   the   same   thing.   “I   just   bought   your   book!”   Jasper’s   phone   dinged,   too.   I   looked  
over   to   see   the   same   message   from   his   parents.   
 

Rose   sent   one   to   mine.   “We   bought   two.   Can   you   sign   both?   I’ll   put   one   on   eBay   when  
you’re   famous.”   When   I   showed   Jasper,   he   laughed.  
 

“That’s   a   solid   retirement   plan,”   he   joked.   Sighing,   he   pushed   his   face   into   my   hair.   “I’m  
so   glad   this   is   happening   tonight.   It’ll   give   me   something   nice   to   think   about   all   day.   I   wish   I  
could   read   during,   but   it’ll   be   televised,   and   that   would   look   bad   for   the   FBI.”  
 

“You   can   read   my   notes   over   my   shoulder,”   I   offered   as   I   closed   his   laptop   and   put   it   to  
the   side.   It   was   getting   late,   and   we   needed   to   at   least   try   to   rest.   I   wasn’t   certain   how   that   would  
work   out.  
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“I   wonder   what   those   will   look   like,”   he   mused   as   he   turned   off   the   lamp   beside   us.   We  
both   slid   under   the   covers.   The   weather   was   pleasant   with   the   air   conditioner,   the   window   over  
the   bed   open   to   help   get   some   circulation.  
 

“It’ll   look   like   gibberish,   I’m   sure.   If   you   can   read   it.”   I   snuggled   into   his   chest,   placing   my  
cheek   on   it.   I   closed   my   eyes   tightly.   “How   am   I   supposed   to   relax   before   something   like   this?”   I  
questioned   after   a   moment   of   silence.  
 

Rolling   over   to   his   side,   his   arms   wrapped   around   me.   His   fingers   played   with   my   hair.  
Humming,   Jasper   then   rocked   me   ever   so   gently.   It   was   lovely.   I   didn’t   know   the   tune,   but   it  
didn’t   matter.   He   cuddled   me   to   sleep   within   five   minutes.  
 

When   I   woke   up   in   the   morning,   he   was   quietly   doing   push-ups.   He   did   a   hundred   every  
day,   along   with   sit-ups,   jumping   jacks,   and   squats   if   he   didn’t   go   to   the   gym.   It   was   amazing   how  
quickly   he   could   do   it.   Most   of   the   time,   he   did   it   while   I   was   asleep,   and   I   didn’t   even   notice.  
Covered   in   perspiration,   it   dripped   down   his   bare   chest.  
 

I   slowly   rolled   to   my   side   to   watch   him.   Moving   onto   his   back,   he   began   to   do   crunches  
with   his   eyes   closed.   Jasper   alternated   each   knee,   almost   bringing   it   to   his   nose.   He   was  
concentrating   so   hard.   Every   single   muscle   was   tight.   He   was   incredibly   hot.   
 

“Sir,   can   I   lick   the   sweat   off   your   stomach?”   I   wantonly   asked.  
 
Stopping,   his   feet   dropped   to   the   floor.   Trying   to   catch   his   breath,   he   looked   at   me   in  

surprise.   Jasper   moistened   his   lip   before   he   swallowed   heavily,   his   eyes   moving   over   my   body.  
“Well,   come   here,   little   girl.”  
 

Hurrying   off   the   bed,   I   sank   onto   the   ground   in   front   of   him.   Right   away,   I   dragged   my  
tongue   over   his   bare   skin   just   above   his   belly   button.   Moaning,   his   fingers   curled   into   my   hair.   I  
moved   upwards   until   it   slid   over   his   nipple.  
 

It   was   so   salty,   the   mix   from   exercising   and   stress.   Gliding   back   down,   I   kissed   along   his  
workout   shorts.   His   erection   was   already   pushing   up   at   them.   I   was   only   wearing   my   camisole,  
panties,   and   socks.   My   shirt   was   baggy,   and   my   breasts   were   escaping.   Jasper   pinched   my  
nipple   gently.  
 

“Does   it   taste   good,   slut?”  
 

“Yes,   sir,”   I   breathed.   I   had   never   woken   up   and   done   a   spontaneous   scene   like   this   with  
him   before.   It   was   so   exciting.  
 

“Show   me   what   that   tongue   can   do,”   he   said   in   a   deep   voice,   laying   back   comfortably   as  
he   massaged   the   top   of   my   scalp.  
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Gripping   the   band   of   his   shorts,   I   carefully   pulled   them   down   as   I   continued   to   lick   his  

slick   skin.   His   thighs   were   damp,   too.   I   dragged   it   over   one   to   the   other   before   wrapping   my  
hand   around   his   erection.   Before   I   could   do   anything,   he   yanked   on   my   hair.  
 

“No,   just   your   tongue.”  
 

Holding   himself   for   me,   I   teased   him   as   much   as   I   could   with   it.   The   taste   was   so   good.  
Salty,   musky,   Jasper.   I   wanted   it   all.   He   lazily   stroked,   his   knuckles   dragging   against   my   tongue.  
It   made   me   moan   with   desire.  
 

He   pulled   me   back   roughly   by   my   curls,   dragging   me   up   towards   his   mouth.   He   didn’t  
kiss   me,   though.   Slowly,   he   licked   from   my   jaw   to   my   ear.   Then   he   flipped   our   positions   so   that  
my   back   was   on   the   yoga   mat   I   had   bought   him   so   he   wouldn’t   be   exercising   on   the   carpet.  
 

“I’m   going   to   fuck   your   mouth,   then   we   need   to   take   a   shower.”  
 

Shifting   so   he   was   hovering   over   me,   he   pushed   at   my   lips   within   a   second.   I   opened   my  
mouth   happily   for   him.   At   first,   he   only   slipped   the   tip   in.   “You   will   swallow   it   all.”   Then   he  
advanced   until   he   was   at   the   back   of   my   throat.   “Take   all   of   my   cock,   Isabella.”  
 

I   closed   my   eyes   and   relaxed   as   much   as   I   could.   When   I   did,   he   rocked.   Once   again,  
his   fingers   wrapped   around   my   locks.  
 

“You’re   so   good   with   your   mouth,”   he   moaned.   “Suck   hard.   I   want   to   cum   quickly.”  
 

Relentlessly,   he   fucked   my   mouth   until   he   was   shaking.   I   could   feel   the   tension   in   his  
body   a   moment   before   he   came.   Jasper   pulled   out   just   as   he   did,   holding   my   hair   so   it   went  
across   my   face   and   down   my   chin.   It   dripped   onto   my   neck   and   breasts.  
 

“Perfect,”   he   mumbled,   smearing   his   fingers   over   my   lips.   I   sucked   at   his   fingertips   for   a  
second.   I   could   taste   him   on   them.  
 

“Go   get   the   water   started,”   he   ordered   as   he   twisted   off   of   me   to   the   side.  
 

“Yes,   sir.”   I   hopped   to   my   feet   eagerly.  
 

When   he   came   into   the   bathroom,   he   had   the   vibrator   wand.   I   smiled   to   myself.   First,   he  
helped   me   get   into   the   tub   before   following   behind.   Then   he   passed   me   the   toy.  
 

“Turn   it   on   its   lowest   setting,   and   don’t   take   it   off   of   your   clit,”   he   commanded.  
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So,   with   the   wand   in   place,   he   washed   my   hair.   When   he   finished   with   the   shampoo,   he  
said,   “Turn   it   up   once.”   I   did   as   he   wished,   moaning   softly.   He   continued   to   add   my   conditioner  
before   beginning   to   clean   my   body.   “Again.”  
 

I   was   getting   closer,   trembling   with   the   vibration.   Jasper   was   going   on   as   if   I   wasn’t   doing  
anything   abnormal.   He   washed   his   own   hair,   too.   When   he   finished,   he   turned   it   up   for   me   three  
times.   I   groaned   in   surprise,   throwing   my   head   back.   I   lightened   the   pressure   I   used,   but   he  
wouldn’t   allow   that.   He   took   over   completely,   pushing   it   hard   against   my   clit   until   I   came.   He  
didn’t   move   it   after.  
 

Pinching   my   nipple   with   his   other   hand,   he   bit   the   side   of   my   breast   roughly.   Viciously,   he  
sucked   the   spot   until   it   was   purple,   and   I   came   again.   He   kept   me   from   slipping   to   the   bottom   of  
the   tub.   His   strong   arms   wrapped   around   me,   kissing   me   gently   as   his   fingers   grabbed   my   ass.  
 

Pulling   away,   I   rested   my   head   on   his   chest.   He   let   me   come   down   slowly.  
 

“Will   you   pick   out   my   clothing   for   today,   sir?”   I   asked   when   we   got   out.   My   alarm   was  
going   off   in   the   other   room.   We   had   two   hours   before   we   had   to   be   at   the   courthouse.   He   stood  
behind   me,   looking   at   our   shared   reflection   in   the   mirror.  
 

“I   would   love   to,   darlin,”   he   smiled   before   leaning   in   to   kiss   my   neck.   “Do   your   hair  
straight   and   light   makeup.”  
 

I   grinned   happily.   “Yes,   sir.”   I   would   do   anything   he   asked.  
 

On   the   bed   when   I   came   out   was   the   black   pencil   skirt   and   button-down   I   wore   to   one   of  
our   first   meetings.   Beside   it   was   a   pair   of   simple   white   cotton   panties   and   a   matching   bra.   My  
comfortable   flats   were   in   front   of   them   on   the   floor.   Jasper   was   already   in   his   trousers   and   was  
fixing   his   tie.  
 

Unabashedly,   he   watched   me   get   dressed.   It   made   me   feel   so   sexy.   His   desire   was  
glowing   in   his   beautiful   blue   eyes.   He   was   wearing   the   tie   I   had   gotten   him   for   Christmas   that  
matched   them.   When   I   finished,   he   walked   over   to   me   and   lifted   my   chin.   “I   would   like   to   take  
you   to   a   nice   breakfast   to   thank   you   for   your   submission.   We   have   time.   There   is   a   place   close  
to   the   courthouse.”  
 

“Thank   you,   sir,”   I   breathed.   “It   was   my   pleasure   to   serve   you.”  
 

He   laid   his   forehead   against   mine,   closing   his   eyes   tightly.   “The   scene’s   over,”   he   said   a  
little   sadly.   I   pouted,   too.   “That   was   wonderful.   Thank   you   for   distracting   me.”  
 

“You’re   welcome.”   I   grinned   as   I   took   his   hand.   The   night   before,   I   had   arranged   my  
purse   with   the   things   I   was   bringing   with   me,   so   I   was   ready   to   go.  
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The   entrance   we   slipped   into   at   the   courthouse   was   a   private   way   meant   for   cops   and  

criminals   as   they   arrived   for   trial.   There   was   a   whole   host   of   people   outside   the   front,   trying   to  
get   a   peek   of   what   was   about   to   happen.   Reporters,   angry   family   members,   and   weird   fan   girls  
with   signs   declaring   their   love   for   the   killer.   
 

No   one   seemed   to   notice   us   as   a   series   of   white   vans   came   in   the   connected   parking  
garage.   The   journalists   shouted   it   was   King.   The   roar   of   voices   got   louder.   I   didn’t   turn   back   to  
look   to   see   if   they   were   right.  
 

Protectively,   Jasper   led   me   with   his   hand   on   my   back   into   the   correct   room.   It   was  
already   starting   to   fill   with   people.   Three   lawyers   were   on   the   right   side,   one   of   them   the   DA   who  
asked   me   questions.   As   we   stepped   in,   we   caught   her   attention.  
 

“Dr.   Hale!”   She   called   pleasantly,   smiling   at   him.   The   two   other   lawyers   looked   over,   too.  
Both   of   them   grinned.   One   was   an   older   woman   with   curly   brown   hair,   and   the   other   was   a  
young   black   man   with   dreads.  
 

We   walked   to   the   front   row.   “Good   morning,”   he   replied   politely,   bowing   his   head.  
 
“Good   morning!”   She   smiled   at   him   before   looking   at   me.   “Ms.   Swan,   it’s   so   nice   to   meet  

you   in   person.   I’m   Jessica   Stanley.   I’m   the   lead   in   this   case.   You’ve   met   Ms.   Rachelle,   and   this  
is   my   other   assistant,   Tyler   Crowley.”  
 

I   shook   her   offered   hand   and   then   his.   “I’m   surprised   to   see   you   here,”   he   admitted   as   he  
did.  
 

“I’m   here   to   support   Jasper,”   I   informed   him.  
 

“That’s   kind   of   you,”   Mrs.   Stanley   responded,   then   cleared   her   throat.   “I   should   let   you  
know,   you’re   both   going   to   hear   your   names   during   the   opening   statements.   I   know   Dr.   Hale  
understands   that,   but   I   figured   I   should   warn   you   since   you’re   here.”  
 

“Oh,”   I   squeaked   before   nodding   my   head.   “Okay.   Thank   you.”  
 

“We’ll   sit   a   few   rows   back   to   make   room   for   the   families,”   Jasper   whispered   to   them.   “Is  
there   anything   else   you   need   from   me   right   now?”  
 

“Nope.   We’re   good.   We’re   ready   to   get   the   bastard,”   Jessica   remarked   with   confidence.  
“This   is   airtight.   Don’t   worry   about   a   thing.   You   did   fine   work,   Doc.”   
 

Taking   my   hand,   we   went   to   the   fourth   row   at   the   end   of   the   aisle.   There   were   cameras  
all   over   the   stark   white   space.   Many   people   were   crammed   into   the   small   area,   most   of   them  
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wearing   badges   of   some   sort.   The   whole   place   was   buzzing   with   noise.   I   pulled   out   my  
brand-new   notepad   with   my   bag   of   pens   and   pencils.   Quickly,   I   took   notes   about   how   the   room  
looked.  
 

Jasper   got   out   his   glasses   and   slipped   them   on,   leaning   over   my   shoulder   to   read   my  
observations   without   saying   anything.   His   nose   scrunched   up,   and   he   inclined   further   in.   Finally,  
he   lifted   it   up   off   my   lap   to   his   eyes.   I   giggled   softly,   making   him   chuckle,   too.  
 

“You   look   sexy   in   those,”   I   wrote   neatly   when   he   put   it   back   down.  
 

Rolling   his   eyes,   he   took   a   pen   from   my   bag   in   another   color   and   wrote,   too.   “I   shouldn’t  
have   picked   this   outfit.   It   turns   me   on.”   His   handwriting   was   so   much   neater   than   mine.  
 

“But   it’s   so   modest!”   I   teased,   scribbling   right   below   his   words.  
 
“It’s   your   body   that   makes   it   so   obscene.”   When   he   finished,   he   wiggled   his   eyebrows   at  

me.   I   giggled   again.   “This   is   terrible.   We   should   stop,”   he   murmured.  
 

“Yes,   sir,”   I   breathed.  
 

Holding   my   gazing,   he   put   the   cap   back   on   the   pen   and   placed   it   in   the   bag.   I   pushed   my  
lips   together   to   keep   from   laughing   at   his   playfulness.   We   both   knew   what   we   were   doing.   It   was  
what   we   were   doing   all   morning.   We   were   delaying   the   slap   of   reality   for   as   long   as   possible.  
 

About   ten   minutes   after   we   sat   down,   the   bailiff   came   out   of   a   side   door.   Everyone  
became   quiet.   Through   another   set   of   doors,   Royce   Matthew   King   came   strolling   out,   followed  
by   a   band   of   lawyers   in   fancy   clothes   and   greasy   black   hair.  
 

I   had   tried   as   hard   as   I   could   to   look   at   as   few   pictures   of   the   man   as   possible.   He  
disgusted   me   in   every   way.   It   left   me   unprepared   for   his   appearance.   I   expected   him   to   be   in   an  
orange   jumpsuit,   shackled,   and   loudly   clanking   as   he   walked.   Instead,   he   was   in   a   beautifully  
tailored   suit.   His   skin   freshly   shaved   and   smooth,   and   his   hair   was   perfectly   styled,   too.   He  
wasn’t   wearing   any   restraints   of   any   kind.   Slowly,   his   expressive   eyes   moved   over   the  
courtroom   with   an   almost   lazy   grin   on   his   lips.   He   appeared   to   be   there   for   nothing   more   serious  
than   a   traffic   violation.   As   if   he   could   just   pay   a   fine   to   get   out   of   it   in   an   hour.  
 

If   I   wandered   into   the   room,   I   would   have   never   known   there   was   a   murderer   amongst  
us.   It   made   my   skin   crawl.  
 

His   eyes   settled   on   me   before   his   smile   grew.   I   knew   for   certain   he   was   looking   at   me.  
Never   taking   them   off   of   me,   he   sat   down   in   his   chair.   He   fully   turned   to   stare.   It   was   so   painfully  
direct.   His   lawyers   didn’t   notice   as   they   talked   over   him,   walking   around   the   table   in   preparation.  



/

Raking   them   over   me,   he   tilted   his   head   to   the   side   before   bringing   them   back   up   to   mine.   King  
licked   his   lips.  
 

Jasper   was   stiff   beside   me,   watching   him.   Hatred   was   rolling   around   his   expression,   his  
mouth   twisting   in   place   as   he   tried   to   control   the   emotion.   But   the   murderer   never   even   glanced  
in   his   direction   to   notice   it.   He   was   too   focused   on   me.  
 

Then   he   mouthed,   “Hello,   Bella.”  
 

 
 

 

Chapter   Twenty-seven:   In   a   Courtroom  
 

 
“Turn   around,”   Jasper   said   so   firmly   and   loudly   that   everyone   around   us   shifted   to   see  

what   was   going   on.   It   was   a   tone   I   had   never   heard   before,   deep   and   harsh.   It   was   his   cop  
voice.  
 

King   chuckled   and   slowly   spun   around   in   his   seat.   All   three   of   the   prosecutors   stared   at  
him   in   surprise.   Ms.   Rachelle   looked   between   my   man   and   Royce   nervously,   swallowing.   You  
could   tell   he   made   her   nervous.   The   killer   smirked   to   himself,   lounging   comfortably   in   his   chair.  
 

“He   called   me   Bella,”   I   whispered.  
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“I   know,”   he   responded   softly.  
 

“Why?   Why   does   he   know   my   name?”  
 

“Did   you   expect   him   not   to,   especially   with   that   many   lawyers?”   He   questioned.   Leaning  
over,   he   pressed   his   lips   to   my   temple.   “I   don’t   want   it   in   his   mouth   either,   darlin.”  
 

Shaking   my   head,   I   looked   down   at   the   pen   in   my   hand.   “You’re   right.   I’m   sorry.   I   just-”  
 

“I   know,”   he   repeated.   He   retrieved   his   from   my   bag   and   took   the   paper   from   my   lap.  
“Don’t   worry.   I’ll   protect   you,”   he   wrote.   “Always.”  
 

“I   know.”   I   smiled.   Then   someone   came   into   the   courtroom   that   caught   my   eye.   It   was   an  
older   woman,   weathered   but   strong.   She   sat   right   behind   Royce.   “That’s   Bree   Tanner’s   mother,”  
I   breathed.  
 

“That   lady   has   a   spine   of   steel,”   he   remarked   as   he   gazed   at   her.   She   remained   stone  
straight,   glaring   at   his   head.   Her   mouth   was   a   frightening   frown.  
 

After   a   few   seconds,   she   scanned   the   courtroom,   and   her   eyes   landed   on   us.   She  
smiled   brightly.   I   realized   then   she   knew   who   I   was,   too.   Stupidly,   I   hadn’t   even   considered   it   a  
possibility.   I   still   thought   about   her   daughter,   stealing   minutes   to   read   more   information   about  
her   when   I   could.  
 

The   jurors   then   came   out   of   a   particular   room,   already   looking   bored.   They   stood   in   their  
special   box.  
 

“All   rise,”   the   bailiff   called   loudly.   The   judge,   an   older   olive-skinned   man   with   long   black  
hair   pulled   neatly   back   into   a   ponytail,   rushed   in.   He   wore   the   traditional   robe   over   slacks.  
 

He   cleared   his   throat   as   he   stood   behind   the   bench.   “You   may   be   seated.”   Giving   it   a  
minute,   he   peered   over   the   room.   “My   name   is   Judge   Harry   Clearwater,   and   I   want   you   to   know  
that   this   is   my   courtroom,   despite   what   either   side   thinks.   You   have   both   made   the   past   few  
months   unpleasant   for   me,   and   if   you   continue   to   do   so,   I   will   make   your   life   hell.   Do   we  
understand   each   other?”   He   pointed   the   gavel   at   both   sides.   They   quietly   agreed   before   he  
glared   at   the   journalist.   “You   will   behave   because   you   don’t   need   to   be   here   at   all,   in   my   opinion.  
I   am   already   unimpressed   with   the   media   coverage,   and   I   will   kick   you   out   if   you   make   this   any  
more   of   a   circus.”  
 

“I   love   him   already,”   I   wrote   to   Jasper   with   a   smirk.   He   rolled   his   eyes   and   returned   it.  
 

“Are   we   ready   for   opening   statements?”  
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“Yes,   your   Honor.”   The   lead   rose   and   walked   around   the   table.   “Good   morning.   My   name  
is   Jessica   Stanley,   and   today   I   wish   to   stand   in   front   of   you,   not   as   an   attorney,   but   as   a   mother  
of   not   one   but   three   teenage   girls.   And   I   want   to   share   with   you   dozens   of   tales   of   woe.”   She  
pressed   something   in   her   hand,   and   a   slide   popped   up   with   three   young   women.   It   was   on   a   big  
flat-screen   television   in   the   center   of   the   floor   between   the   judge   and   the   jury   box.   They   were  
mixed,   their   skin   a   lovely   light   brown,   but   I   could   see   her   face   in   all   of   them.   The   next   was   them  
together   with   their   father,   hugging.   They   were   wearing   matching   sweaters   for   Christmas.   “These  
are   my   children.   They   are   sixteen,   fifteen,   and   thirteen,   and   they   don’t   look   much   different   from  
the   victims   in   this   case.   And   it   kills   me.   Which   is   why   I   asked   to   be   on   this   one.”   
 

She   pressed   a   button.   Another   slide   popped   up.   This   time,   it   was   of   the   dead   body   of   a  
young   woman.   Blood   splattered   her   pallid   skin   as   she   laid   on   a   metal   table   covered   in   a   sheet.  
She   really   looked   like   one   of   her   kids.   “Tiana   was   sixteen.”   Again.   “Taylor,   too.”   Once   more.  
“Octavia   would   have   been   sixteen   if   she   lived   just   two   more   days.   Her   grandmother   had   already  
bought   her   a   gift.   It   was   a   new   dress.   They   buried   her   in   it.”   She   flipped   to   a   new   photo.   This  
was   a   closeup   of   a   slice   wound.   Then   of   bruises.   Gunshot   and   stab   wounds.   Broken   bones.  
Then   it   went   to   another   victim.   “Miley   was   only   twelve   years   old.   Your   Honor   and   members   of  
the   jury,   I   am   here   as   a   mother   who   is   seeking   justice   for   these   children.   As   a   parent,   sister,  
aunt,   cousin,   and   friend.   I   will   prove,   beyond   a   shadow   of   a   doubt,   that   not   only   did   Royce   King  
kidnap,   rape,   and   torture   these   babies   before   he   brutally   murdered   them,   but   two   dozen   more  
just   like   them.”   She   pointed   at   him.  
 

A   list   of   all   the   girls   came   up   next.   “I   will   introduce   you   to   every   single   one   of   them.   You’ll  
know   their   names.   Their   stories.   Each   a   victim   of   their   circumstances   that   brought   them   within  
reach   of   a   brutal   monster.   A   beast   that,   with   the   help   of   his   family’s   wealth   and   status,   obscured  
the   evidence.”   
 

“But   with   the   effort   of   a   curious   and   intelligent   woman,   Ms.   Isabella   Swan,   the   facts   were  
revealed.   With   only   a   laptop,   dedication,   and   research   skills   she   uses   in   her   work   as   an   author,  
she   noticed   what   no   amount   of   cash   could   cover-up.   And   that   is   the   truth.”   A   list   of   names   I   had  
discovered   in   my   time   looking   came   onto   the   screen.   Then   a   picture   of   the   two   victims   that   lived.  
“And   because   of   her   diligence,   these   girls   get   to   grow   up.   Scarred,   but   alive.”   
 

“This   is   a   dramatic   saga,   with   lots   of   blood   and   gore.   It’s   not   for   the   faint   of   heart.   There  
will   be   no   fairy   tale   endings   for   most   of   these   sweet   children.   But   there   are   heroes   in   it,   like   Ms.  
Swan.   Like   Special   Agent   Dr.   Jasper   Hale,   who   put   his   life   on   the   line   to   stop   Royce   King   from  
slaughtering   a   toddler   he   held   captive   after   shooting   their   mother.”   She   walked   over   to   the   table  
in   front   of   him.   The   man   didn’t   even   look   at   her.   “The   defendant   gunned   down   Dr.   Hale   at  
point-blank   range   and   barely   missed   his   heart.   He   still   captured   Mr.   King   and   helped   save   both  
parent   and   child.   Like   John   Samson,   the   SWAT   team   leader   that   this   monster   shot   in   the   head,  
killing   instantly.   Mr.   Samson   was   a   husband   and   father.”   A   family   photo   of   them   came   up.   Then  
one   of   his   wife   who   was   holding   a   newborn.   “This   is   a   daughter   that   will   never   know   her   dad.   A  
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baby   that   will   never   have   her   daddy   to   protect   her   from   people   like   this   individual   right   here.”  
She   tapped   her   fingers   on   the   desk.  
 

She   turned   back   to   the   jury.   “In   my   opening   statements,   I   want   to   set   a   scene   for   you,  
and   I   will   introduce   all   the   characters   so   you   can   fully   appreciate   their   roles   in   this   tragedy.   Both  
heroes   and   villains.   This   is   not   a   tale   I   will   tell   my   children   before   bed,   but   as   a   mother,   I   hope  
you,   members   of   the   jury,   can   help   me   give   closure   to   countless   family   members   who   are  
suffering   and   put   Royce   Matthew   King   behind   bars.   Let’s   give   them   an   ending   so   many   others  
have   been   denied.”  
 

I   couldn’t   move.   I   thought   I   would   be   sick.   It   was   a   good   thing   she   had   warned   me.   I  
hadn’t   expected   it   in   the   least.   My   breathing   picked   up.   Jasper   took   my   hand   and   squeezed  
tightly.   I   glanced   at   him,   the   panic   clear   in   my   expression.   He   tried   to   reassure   me   with   his   eyes.  
 

He   wrote   again.   “Take   notes   for   your   stories,   Isabella.   Describe   everything.   Fill   as   many  
pages   as   you   can.”  
 

Staring   at   him   for   a   long   time,   I   eventually   took   the   pad   and   nodded   my   head.   Jasper  
gave   the   pen   back   to   me.  
 

The   weight   of   everything   and   how   much   I   was   involved   finally   hit   me.   So,   to   distract  
myself,   I   did   exactly   as   he   told   me.   From   how   the   windows   looked   to   how   people   were   dressed,  
I   scribbled   until   my   heart   slowed.  
 

Mrs.   Stanley   spoke   for   three   hours,   uninterrupted.   The   judge   cut   her   off   after   a   while.  
“We   will   take   an   hour   for   lunch,”   he   clipped,   slamming   his   gavel   down   with   a   loud   pop.   The   room  
erupted   in   noise   as   he   disappeared   off   into   his   chamber.   Jasper   leaned   over   and   pecked   my  
forehead   gently.  
 

“Hey,   Doc!”   Sam   called   from   the   aisle   as   he   stood   up.   There   were   several   other   FBI  
agents   with   him.   “Come   here   a   second.   I   have   a   question.”   He   smiled   at   me.   “Hi,   Bella.   It’ll   just  
be   a   minute.   Want   to   grab   chicken?”  
 

“Sure,”   I   said   weakly,   giving   him   a   small   smile.   He   returned   it   with   a   sigh.  
 

Jasper   rose,   kissing   the   top   of   my   head.   “I’ll   be   right   back.”  
 

There   were   so   many   people   in   the   aisle   he   had   to   push   through   them.   Someone   else  
made   their   way   towards   me.   Mrs.   Tanner   stood   speechless   in   front   of   me.   I   came   to   my   feet,   but  
I   didn’t   know   what   to   say.   My   breath   caught   in   my   throat,   and   I   wanted   to   cry,   though   I   wasn’t  
certain   why.  
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Finally,   she   hugged   me.   “Thank   you,”   she   whispered   in   my   ear.   I   had   done   nothing   to  
deserve   it.  
 

I   embraced   her   back   as   tightly   as   possible.   “I   am   so   sorry.   It’s   so   awful   what   he   did   to  
her.   I   think   about   her   every   day.   I’m   sorry,”   I   repeated.  
 

“It’s   okay,   honey.”  
 

“If   I   could   do   anything   in   this   world,   it   would   be   to   find   out   what   happened   to   her,”   I   told  
her   honestly.   “I   hate   that-”  
 

She   pulled   back   and   smiled   at   me   kindly.   “Me,   too.   But   we’re   here   now.”  
 

“I   wish   I   could   give   you   answers.”  
 

Mrs.   Tanner   faintly   sighed.   “I   wish   you   could,   too.   But   we   don’t   always   get   those.”   Jasper  
came   back   to   me   as   the   crowd   thinned   to   go   eat   or   use   the   restroom.   She   turned   to   look   at   him.  
“Thank   you   for   your   service,   sir,   and   I’m   sorry   you’ve   suffered   because   of   that   bastard.”  
 

“I’ve   worked   on   your   daughter’s   case   every   day   I   can   since   I   found   out   about   it,”   he  
breathed,   and   it   was   almost   childlike   and   nervous.   He   was   a   young   person   standing   in   front   of   a  
parent   that   was   hurting.   And   he   felt   guilty   for   it.   Just   like   me.   “I’m   so   sorry   that-”  
 

“No.   You   don’t   apologize   for   a   thing   that   man   did,   either.   You’re   only   doing   your   job.   I  
know   better   than   anyone   how   hard   it   is   to   deal   with…”   She   trailed   off,   looking   towards   the   now  
empty   table.   “Anyway,   I’ll   let   you   go   to   eat.”  
 

At   the   fast-food   restaurant   we   went   to   with   Sam,   I   didn’t   want   to   even   try.   When   Jasper  
asked   me   what   I   would   like,   I   said   just   a   soda.   My   stomach   felt   uncomfortable,   twisting   in  
nervous   knots.   He   ordered   first   for   himself.   “And,   Isabella   will   take   the   grilled   chicken   strawberry  
pecan   salad,   no   onions.   Can   you   put   extra   feta   and   fruit   on   that?”  
 

“Yes,   sir,”   the   cashier   answered,   typing   it   in.   “Would   you   like   to   add   a   side   of   bread   to  
that?”  
 

“Sure.   Dressing   on   the   side.   And   a   small   drink,   too.”  
 

I   pursed   my   lips   together,   not   saying   anything.   Sam   had   ordered   ahead   of   us   but   was  
waiting   beside   us.   “My   wife   would   have   smacked   me   if   I   did   that.”  
 

Jasper   got   his   receipt   and   absently   passed   me   my   cup   so   I   could   go   fill   it.   “Yes,   well,   she  
might   too,”   he   responded   dryly.   “But   you   forget   I   enjoy   that.”  
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Laughing   at   his   words   and   Sam’s   expression,   I   swatted   my   boyfriend’s   shoulder  
playfully.   “I   won’t   hit   you.   I   know   you’re   just   trying   to   take   care   of   me.   And   it   sounds   nice.   I   like  
that   you   ordered   extra   cheese   and   everything.”  
 

“I   know   what   my   darlin   likes,”   he   teased   as   he   took   my   drink   back   for   a   second,   filling   it  
with   Sprite   before   passing   it   to   me   once   more.   “Go   get   us   a   table,   and   I’ll   get   the   food.”  
 

The   break   was   short,   and   we   hurried   back   to   the   courthouse.   But,   like   all   big   shows,   it  
didn’t   start   on   time.   The   judge   hadn’t   returned.   Mr.   Crowley   called   Jasper   over   to   ask   him   a  
question.   I   sat   in   our   spot   again   as   they   disappeared   off   into   a   room.  
 

King   turned   to   look   at   me   once   more,   his   leg   crossed   over   his   knee.   His   smile   was  
charming,   like   a   snake’s.   I   wouldn’t   insult   rats   by   calling   him   that.   They   were   at   least   cute.   If  
there   was   a   creature   lower   and   more   dangerous,   I   wasn’t   sure   what   it   was.  
 

“Hello,   Bella,”   he   repeated.   It   was   almost   musical   how   he   uttered   it.   He   smiled   when   I  
said   nothing.   “I   bought   your   book   last   night.   I   can’t   wait   to   read   it.   Will   you   sign   my   copy   for   me?”  
I   remained   silent,   my   spine   straight.   I   wouldn’t   react   and   reward   him.   “Will   it   be   exactly   the   same  
as   the   self-published   version?   I’ve   already   read   that,”   he   added   conversationally.   Royce   leaned  
in.   “I   loved   it.   Five   stars.”   He   was   talking   like   there   wasn’t   an   ocean   of   people   around   us.   I   didn’t  
know   they   allowed   him   to   speak   to   anyone   in   the   courtroom.   He   straightened   his   tie.   “I’ve  
enjoyed   everything   of   yours   I’ve   read   so   far.   I   think   I’ve   read…   everything,   now.”   He   kept   saying  
the   word   ‘everything’   on   purpose.   “It’s   really   made   my   lonely   nights   easier.”  
 

“Turn   around,”   I   ordered   in   a   firm   voice.  
 

Just   as   I   did,   Jasper   walked   past   the   desk.   He   stopped,   towered   over   the   serpent.  
“Excuse   me,   but   I   think   you   need   to   explain   to   your   client   what   witness   tampering   is   and   what  
the   ramifications   of   that   are.”  
 

Royce   chuckled,   turning   around   in   his   seat.   “Tampering?   No,   Dr.   Hale.   I   was   only  
expressing   my   admiration   for   your   multi-talented   girlfriend’s   writing.   You   should   be   proud.   I’m  
almost   jealous.”  
 

Jasper   looked   over   his   head   at   his   team   of   lawyers.   “Last   warning   before   I   take   it   to   the  
judge.   Do   not   speak   to   the   witness   again.   Eyes   forward.”  
 

The   counselors   said   nothing   to   him.   Instead,   they   huddled   up   close   to   Royce.   He  
ignored   them,   his   face   straight   ahead.  
 

He   sat   back   down   beside   me   and   squeezed   my   hand.   “Are   you   okay?”   My   boyfriend  
softly   questioned.   The   judge   chose   that   moment   to   return.  
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“Yeah,”   I   promised,   shrugging   when   we   stood.   “I’m   fine.”  
 

Pulling   my   pad   out   again,   he   tapped   on   his   message   from   before.   “Always.”   Then   he  
gave   it   to   me.  
 

I   filled   every   page   front   and   back   before   the   end   of   the   day.   Straight   at   five,   the   court  
called   it   a   day.   Mrs.   Stanley   hadn’t   finished   with   her   opening   statements.   I   wouldn’t   hear   the   rest  
of   them   because   I   was   going   to   New   York   City   the   following   day   to   do   stuff   for   the   book.   It   would  
be   on   television,   though,   so   I   could   record   it   for   future   notes.  
 

It   sucked   so   much   Jasper   couldn’t   go   with   me.   I   wished   with   every   fiber   of   my   being   he  
could.   We   both   needed   a   real   vacation   that   lasted   more   than   three   days.  
 

I   felt   like   a   zombie   as   I   walked   to   our   rental   car.   The   affair   had   been   far   more   emotionally  
draining   than   I   anticipated.   He   opened   the   door   for   me   after   kissing   me   soundly.  
 

“When   we   get   home,   do   you   want   to   change   into   our   pajamas,   order   pizza,   and   drink  
beer?   Maybe   watch   a   movie,   then   go   to   bed?”   he   asked   once   he   started   the   drive.  
 

“Yes,   sir,”   I   breathed.  
 

“Why   don’t   you   look   up   the   food?”  
 

Absently,   I   nodded.   “Okay.”   For   the   first   time   since   the   morning,   I   pulled   my   silent   phone  
out   of   my   purse.   I   had   been   too   distracted   to   even   think   about   it.   I   had   two   hundred   missed   calls,  
a   hundred   text   messages,   and   all   of   my   Isabella   Swan   media   sites   were   bombarded   with   literally  
thousands   of   comments.   They   were   popping   up   so   fast   they   blurred   together.  
 

My   boyfriend   worriedly   looked   over   at   me.   “Bella?   Everything   alright,   darlin?”  
 

“Holy   shit,”   I   gasped.   
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Chapter   Twenty-eight:   At   the   Top  
 

In   the   mess   of   messages,   there   were   a   few   from   Eric.   “I’m   watching   you   on   the  
television!   That   lady   has   a   way   with   words,   doesn’t   she?”   The   next   was   from   an   hour   later.  
“Wow.   I   am   getting   a   ton   of   calls   about   you   and   your   book,   just   to   let   you   know.”   Another   hour  
later.   “Like,   a   lot.   I   guess   we   know   what   we’re   talking   about   in   the   interviews   tomorrow!”   The   last  
one   was   from   an   hour   before.   “Call   me   when   you   get   out   of   court!   I   have   some   good   news   to   tell  
you.”  
 

I   sat   on   our   sofa,   wrapped   in   a   blanket   while   Jasper   picked   out   pizza   on   the   computer  
beside   me.   He   put   his   headphones   on   to   give   me   some   privacy.   Biting   my   lip,   I   clicked   on   my  
agent’s   number.   I   wasn’t   in   the   mood   to   talk   to   anyone,   but   this   was   business,   and   I   had   to   look  
at   it   differently.   I   was   still   so   used   to   working   for   myself.  
 

Mr.   Yorkie   breathlessly   answered   on   the   first   ring.   “HEY!   Hey,   Bella!   Wow!   That   trial   is  
already   something,   isn’t   it?”  
 

“Yes,   it   is,”   I   whispered.   “So,   they’re   calling   you,   too?”  
 

“Yeah!”   he   responded   cheerfully.   “I’ve   been   fielding   calls   all   day.   It’s   perfect.   It’s   exactly  
what   I   was   hoping   would   happen   when   we   picked   the   release   date,   but   this   is   even   better   than   I  



/

could   have   dreamed!   God,   you   can’t   pay   for   this   kind   of   press.”   He   was   gushing   like   a   proud  
parent.  
 

“So,   is   that   what   you   needed   to   tell   me?”   I   questioned   with   a   soft   sigh   in   my   voice.   “Or   is  
it   about   tomorrow?”   His   excitement   was   nice,   but   I   couldn’t   muster   enough   energy   to   give   him  
what   he   wanted.   
 

“Oh!”   he   chuckled.   “No.   Actually,   I   wanted   to   be   the   first   to   congratulate   you.”  
 

I   picked   absently   at   the   blanket.   I   had   done   nothing,   and   people   kept   giving   me   credit.   It  
was   weird.   “For   what?”  
 

“For   securing   your   place   on   the   New   York   Times   best-seller’s   top   twenty-five   list.   As   of  
two   hours   ago,   sales   reached   about   ten   thousand.   That   should   get   you   close   to   the   top   twenty.  
And   we   still   have   about   two   weeks!   Less   than   a   thousand   books   and   you’ll   be   in   the   black.   It’s  
all   profit   after   this.   So,   maybe   even   now!”  
 

All   of   my   words   stuck   in   my   throat.   “Are   you   serious?”  
 

“Yes,   ma’am.”  
 

“Holy   shit,”   I   whispered.   I   was   saying   it   a   lot,   but   it   seemed   like   the   right   day   for   it.   It   had  
been   a   wild   and   unexpected   one.  
 

“Your   birthday   present   will   be   insane   if   you   get   to   number   one,”   he   chuckled.   “Tomorrow,  
I’ve   made   reservations   to   celebrate.   One   of   the   nicest   places   in   the   city.   You’ll   love   it.”  
 

I   tried   to   swallow,   but   I   couldn’t.   It   felt   like   there   was   a   massive   lump   in   my   throat.   “Thank  
you.”  
 

“Are   you   okay?”   he   gently   questioned.   Eric   was   genuinely   concerned   for   me.  
 

“Yeah.   Just   shocked,”   I   honestly   replied.   I   wasn’t   sure   if   I   could   explain   to   him   everything  
I   was   feeling.   It   was   so   overwhelming.   “Um,   thank   you   for   telling   me.   Is   there   anything   else   I  
need   to   know   for   tomorrow?”  
 

He   hummed.   “Nope.   I’ll   pick   you   up   at   the   airport,   and   then   we’ll   go   to   the   hotel   to   meet  
the   stylist   and   do   the   pictures   first.”  
 

I   nodded   my   head.   “Okay.   I’ll   see   you   then?”  
 

“Alright.   Have   a   good   night,   Bella!”  
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The   phone   slipped   from   my   fingers   after   I   hung   up.   A   scream   ripped   from   my   lips   before  
I   could   even   realize   what   was   happening.   Both   of   my   hands   flew   up   to   my   mouth.   Jasper   almost  
dropped   his   laptop.   He   probably   couldn’t   hear   the   conversation   with   his   headphones   on.   He   was  
listening   to   the   news   while   he   looked   at   dinner,   a   CNN   video   playing   in   the   background.  
 

“What’s   wrong?!”   I   heard   Sam   shout   through   the   wall.  
 

“I’M   IN   THE   TOP   TWENTY-FIVE!   I’M   A   NEW   YORK   TIMES   BESTSELLER!   I   SOLD  
OVER   TEN   THOUSAND   BOOKS   TODAY!”   I   hollered   back   at   him,   standing   up   on   the   couch.  
“They   haven’t   even   released   my   book   yet,   and   it’s   already-”   I   sobbed.  

 
Jasper   bounced   to   his   feet.   Within   a   second,   I   was   in   his   arms,   my   legs   wrapped   around  

his   waist.   His   fingers   were   in   my   hair,   kissing   me   desperately.   My   tears   were   coming   down   his  
cheeks.  
 

There   was   a   knock   on   the   door.   “Just   come   in,   Sam!”   I   yelled.   It   opened   slowly,   and   he  
peeked   his   head   in.   “Did   you   hear   me?”  
 

“You’re   on   the   list   already?”   He   asked.   I   nodded   vigorously.   “YES!   Well,   I’m   glad   I   could  
contribute   to   your   success.”  
 

“Thank   you!”   I   said   in   a   watery   laugh.  
 

“How   are   you   going   to   celebrate?”   He   chuckled   as   he   leaned   against   the   doorway.  
 

“Pizza,   and   then   we’re   going   to   bed!”   I   told   him   gleefully.   He   laughed   at   my   answer,   as  
did   Jasper.   It   wasn’t   exactly   wild,   but   it   was   what   I   needed.   My   body   was   so   confused   about  
what   was   happening.  

 
“I’ll   leave   you   to   that   then,”   he   said   with   a   small   smile.   “Congrats,   baby.   You   deserve   it.”  

 
When   left   alone   again,   my   boyfriend   and   I   just   gazed   at   each   other.   He   still   hadn’t   put   me  

back   down   on   my   feet.   He   was   so   strong,   and   he   made   me   feel   safe.  
 

“I   told   you,”   he   whispered,   pressing   his   face   in   my   neck.   I   felt   his   tears   on   my   skin,  
squeezing   me   as   tightly   as   he   could.   “I   told   you.   You’ll   be   number   one.   I   just   know   it.”  
 

“No,”   I   laughed   at   how   excited   he   was.   “No   way.”  
 

“Yes.”  
 

I   shook   my   head.   “Don’t   get   my   hopes   up   like   that.   We   need   to   control   our   expectations.”  
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He   chuckled,   his   fingers   curling   against   my   back.   “You’ll   never   change   my   mind.   Just  
wait   and   see.”  
 

Chagrin   suddenly   washed   over   me.   I   pushed   my   face   against   his   shoulder.   “It’s   only  
because   of   the   trial.”  
 

“Does   it   matter?”   He   asked,   pulling   back   to   look   at   my   face.  
 

“I   wish   that-”  
 

“No,”   he   stopped   me   before   I   could   go   too   far.   “No.   Do   not   downplay   your   success.   This  
is   only   the   beginning.”  
 

“I’m   so   scared,”   I   confessed.   My   voice   was   so   thick   with   emotion   it   trembled.  
 

“Why?”  
 

“What   if   my   other   books   don’t   sell   and   this   is   my   only-”  
 

He   put   me   down   on   the   couch,   laying   me   back   so   he   could   hover   over   me.   “Then   I   will  
be   so   proud   of   you,   and   I   will   go   buy   every   one   of   your   next   three   novels   in   the   store,   too.   Don’t  
think   about   that   now,   though.   Enjoy   this.   You   earned   it.   You’ve   worked   so   hard   for   it.”  
 

Then   he   kissed   me   to   keep   from   arguing.   We   made   out   until   the   pizza   came.   Wiped   out  
from   the   rollercoaster   of   emotions,   we   went   to   bed   almost   right   after   we   ate.   I   just   ignored   all   the  
other   messages   because   I   didn’t   know   what   to   do   about   them.   All   I   would   tell   of   them   was,   ‘no  
comment,’   anyway.  
 

I   had   to   be   up   early   to   go   to   the   airport.   Jasper   dropped   me   off   since   it   was   before   the  
trial.   My   phone   had   been   going   so   crazy   that   I   had   turned   it   on   silent.  
 

“Call   me   if   you   need   me,”   I   told   him,   tugging   on   his   blazer.   “I   don’t   know   if   I’d   see   the  
notification.   Do   it   a   few   times   in   a   row   if   you   have   to.”  
 

“It’ll   be   fine,”   he   promised,   brushing   his   knuckles   over   my   cheek.   “Hey,”   he   whispered   as  
he   lifted   my   chin.   “You   are   a   Goddess.   You   are   strong,   smart,   and   beautiful.   Men   fall   at   your   feet  
because   of   your   charm.   You’ll   captivate   and   enchant   them.   There   is   no   reason   to   be   frightened.”  
 

“I   wish   you   were   coming,”   I   informed   him   before   I   kissed   him   firmly.  
 

“It’s   just   until   tomorrow   night.   It’ll   be   okay.   Go   have   fun.   You’ll   enjoy   this   if   you   relax.”  
 

I   laughed.   “I   seriously   doubt   it.”  
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He   pursed   his   lips   for   a   moment.   “No.   This   is   perfect   for   my   exhibitionist   who   is   hiding  

under   all   that   modest   clothing,”   he   teased   as   his   fingers   moved   over   my   hip   slowly.   “Have   a   safe  
flight   and   text   me   when   you   land.”  
 

“Okay.   I   love   you,   sir.”  
 

His   smile   stretched   over   his   face.   “I   love   you,   too,   Goddess.”  
 

Eric   was   waiting   for   me,   hugging   me   excited   as   soon   as   he   saw   me.   “So,   guess   what?”  
 

“What?”   I   asked   as   we   walked   to   the   car.  
 

“The   numbers   doubled.   Last   I   checked,   you’re   at   twenty   thousand.”   I   stopped   to   look   at  
him.   “Top   ten   on   your   debut.   I   think   it’ll   be   easy   to   find   something   to   talk   about   today   and  
tomorrow.”  
 

“Why?”   I   shouted   at   him.   It   made   him   laugh.   “Who-   I   mean,   how?”   I   just   stammered   like  
an   idiot.  
 

“Well,   first,   this   case   is   a   big   deal.   It’s   the   most-watched   trial   since   OJ.   It   set   some  
records   yesterday.   Every   crime   nerd   is   for   it,   and   every   news   outlet   worth   its   salt   wants   to   talk  
about   it,   so   they   need   your   book.   Second,   it’s   a   great   novel!   Why   wouldn’t   they   want   it?”   He   took  
my   overnight   bag.   “This   is   so   exciting.   This   will   be   my   highest-debuting   ever.   Shall   we?”   He  
gestured   toward   the   door.  
 

In   the   hotel   room   that   Eric   got   for   me,   many   people   were   already   waiting.   It   was   a   suite,  
though,   so   it   was   large   enough   to   hold   them.   There   was   a   rack   of   dresses   standing   by   for   me.  
 

“Hi,   I’m   Lauren,   and   I’ll   be   your   stylist,”   an   attractive   young   blond   woman   stated,   shaking  
my   hand.   “Don’t   worry   about   a   thing.   Today   will   be   like   a   day   at   the   spa.”  
 

“Okay,”   I   answered   softly.  
 
“It’s   okay.   Don’t   be   nervous.   Is   this   your   first   time?”   She   questioned   with   a   knowing  

smile.   I   nodded.   “Don’t   worry.   I’ll   be   gentle.”  
 

“Aw,   I   actually   like   it   rough,”   I   joked   before   I   realized   what   I   was   doing.   I   wanted   to   die   as  
soon   as   it   came   out.  
 

She   laughed   hysterically.   “Girl,   me   too.”   Then   she   turned   her   attention   to   Eric.   “You.   Go  
away.   I’ll   let   you   know   when   she’s   ready.”  
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“Okay,”   he   snorted   at   her   bluntness.   “I   guess   I’ll   go   get   some   coffee.”  
 

When   he   hurried   out,   several   other   people   went   with   him,   leaving   me   with   her   and   her  
two   assistants.   “Okay,   so,   we’ll   do   your   hair   and   makeup   after   we   pick   your   dress.   They’re   doing  
the   shoot   on   the   rooftop,   so   it’ll   be   windy.   So,   we’ll   have   to   do   something   that   won’t   show   your  
panties.”  
 

I   laughed.   I   loved   that   she   didn’t   have   any   tact   or   filter.   She   was   funny.   “That   would  
probably   be   for   the   best.”  
 

“The   red   mermaid?”   One   helper   said,   going   to   the   rack.   She   took   it   off   to   show   Lauren.   It  
was   stunning   with   crimson   lace   that   went   to   the   floor.   The   bottom   fanned   out   around   the   calves.  
The   top   was   surprisingly   revealing,   hanging   off   the   shoulders.   It   wasn’t   what   I   was   expecting   at  
all.   It   was   so   elegant.  
 

“By   the   way,   did   Mr.   Yorkie   inform   you   that   you   get   to   keep   the   clothes?”   The   stylist  
asked   as   she   turned   her   attention   towards   me   for   a   moment.   I   shook   my   head   in   answer.   “Yup,  
all   yours.   So,   what   do   you   think?   Do   you   like   it?”  
 

“It’s   extraordinary.”  
 

“Perfect!   Let’s   do   a   dramatic   eye   and   lip.   We’ll   switch   to   an   interview   outfit   afterward.”  
She   glanced   at   me   and   grinned.   “Alright,   Ms.   Swan,   let’s   get   started!”   She   waved   towards   a  
chair   in   front   of   a   mirror.   “This   is   thrilling!”   She   grinned   at   our   reflections.   “I   ordered   your   book  
last   night.   I   can’t   wait   to   read   it.”  
 

“Thank   you,”   I   remarked   quietly.  
 

She   smiled   at   me   again.   “Alright.   You’re   already   beautiful,   but   let’s   make   you   a   goddess.”  
 

“I   already   am   one,”   I   answered   more   confidently.   Lauren   winked   at   me.  
 

When   they   got   done,   I   resembled   a   version   of   myself   I   only   imagined   in   my   head.   I  
looked   like   an   actual   model.   I   laughed   at   my   reflection.   This   was   ‘me’   as   a   deity.   My   lips   were  
bright   red,   and   my   cleavage   was   out   of   control.   I   was   channeling   Jessica   Rabbit   so   hard.  
 

I   texted   several   pictures   of   myself   to   Alice,   Tanya,   and   Jasper   while   Lauren   went   to   go  
get   Mr.   Yorkie   again.  
 

“Oh,   my   Goddess,”   my   man   replied   right   away.   They   were   probably   on   a   break.   It   was  
around   lunchtime.   “I   want   to   worship   you   in   that   dress.”  
 

“I   get   to   keep   it,   so   just   let   me   know   when.”  
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“Oh,   really?”   He   answered   promptly   with   a   smile   emoji.   “I   can’t   wait   to   take   you   out   and  

show   you   off   to   everyone.   You   are   beyond   ravishing.”  
 

“WOW!”   Eric   shouted   at   me   from   behind.   “You   are   smoking   hot!”   I   laughed   at   his  
reaction,   quickly   looking   away   as   I   put   my   phone   down.   “These   will   be   great   pictures!”  
 

“Thanks,”   I   giggled,   trying   hard   not   to   push   my   lips   together.   I   didn’t   want   to   ruin   my  
lipstick.  
 

“Alright,   let’s   get   up   there!   We   have   a   schedule   to   keep.   They   have   everything   set   up   for  
you.”  
 

For   the   next   hour,   I   posed   around   a   beautiful   rooftop   garden.   Lauren   was   right   about   the  
wind.   It   made   my   hair   go   everywhere.   The   photographer,   an   older   woman,   loved   it.   She   kept  
praising   me   as   she   gave   me   instructions.  
 

After   a   quick   lunch,   we   reset   my   outfit   and   makeup.   This   one   was   much   more   modest  
and   professional.   Eric   and   I   took   the   car   to   a   studio   where   I   would   talk   to   a   series   of   reporters.  
 

“So,   how   are   we   doing,   kiddo?”   He   asked,   looking   at   me   with   a   small   smirk   on   his  
handsome   face.  
 

“Great,”   I   responded   as   confidently   as   I   could.   “I   miss   Jasper,”   I   added   honestly,   pouting  
a   little.   “He   wouldn’t   care   about   any   of   this,   but   he’s   so   good   at   cheering   me   on.”  
 

“He   seems   like   a   great   guy,”   he   declared   thoughtfully   as   he   nodded   his   head.   “I   could  
see   why   you’d   miss   him.   A   smart,   strong   hero   who   is   admittedly   very   yummy.”   His   eyes   got  
wider   when   he   said,   ‘yummy.’   
 

“Yes,   he   is,”   I   giggled   in   agreement.   Then   I   paused.   “Eric,   are   you   gay?”   I   just   rudely  
blurted   it   out.  
 

Nodding,   he   then   grinned   slowly.   “Yeah.   Wait,   I   haven’t   told   you?”   He   looked   away,  
scrunching   up   his   face.   “Huh,   thought   I   had.   I   guess   it’s   just   never   come   up.   We’re   always  
working.”  

 
“No!”   I   remarked   in   shock.   I   peered   out   the   window   for   a   moment   as   we   rode   through   the  

middle   of   Manhattan.   There   were   cars   everywhere,   and   we   weren’t   getting   anywhere   fast.   “Oh,  
my   god.   I   thought   you’ve   been   low-key   flirting   with   me.”  
 

He   laughed   loudly.   “Um,   well,   I   do   with   everyone.   So,   you’re   not   wrong.   I   don’t   mean  
anything   by   it.   You’re   lovely,   but   your   guy   is   more   my   type.”   I   giggled   again.   He   adjusted   his   tie,  
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making   a   funny   face   as   he   did.   “I’d   let   that   man   do   things   to   me.   All   the   things.   Anything   he  
wanted.”  
 

“Sorry.   I   don’t   share,”   I   joked.   My   nose   was   pink   with   embarrassment.   
 

He   waved   me   off.   “I   wouldn’t   stand   a   chance,   anyway.   He   worships   the   ground   you   walk  
on.”  
 

I   smiled   at   his   wording.   “Yes,   he   does.”  
 

I   spent   the   next   seven   hours   answering   the   same   twenty   questions   repeatedly.   The   first  
ones   were   always   about   the   case.   As   it   turns   out,   there   are   only   so   many   ways   you   can   say,   ‘I  
will   not   comment.’   
 
  
 

 
 
 
 

Chapter   Twenty-nine:   On   the   Stand  
 

Jasper   picked   me   up   from   the   airport   the   following   evening.   It   was   almost   nine.   He   was  
wearing   his   comfortable   blue   jeans   and   t-shirt,   his   hair   messy   as   if   he   had   been   playing   with   it   a  
lot.   He   had   some   free   time   after   court.   Mrs.   Stanley   had   finally   wrapped   up   her   statement   at   the  
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end   of   the   afternoon   before.   The   defense   only   took   the   day.   They   would   call   witnesses   in   the  
morning.  
 

He   was   surprisingly   relaxed   despite   this.  
 

Bending   me   backward   with   a   kiss,   I   giggled   happily.   “So,   how   many   is   it   now?”   He   asked  
me   against   them   instead   of   saying   hello.   He   raised   his   eyebrow.   I   didn’t   have   to   ask   what   he  
meant.  
 

I   flushed.   “Um,   twenty-five.”  
 

Taking   my   hand,   we   walked   to   the   parking   lot.   He   was   carrying   all   my   stuff   with   the   other.  
Quietly,   Jasper   hummed   for   a   moment.   “So,   if   my   mental   math   is   correct,   I   believe   you   made   a  
shit   ton   of   money   this   week.”  
 

I   laughed   loudly.   “I   haven’t   thought   about   the   numbers   to   be   honest.   I’ve   been   too   busy.”  
 

“It’s   just   over   thirty-seven   thousand,”   he   casually   replied.  
 

“Wait.   For   real?”   I   stopped   so   abruptly   it   almost   tripped   him.   My   sneakers   squeaked  
against   the   linoleum.   
 

“You   really   haven’t   done   the   math,   have   you?”   He   chuckled.   “I   wonder   when   you’ll   get  
your   first   royalties.”  
 

“I   don’t   know,”   I   admitted   before   I   let   out   a   ragged   breath.   “So,   this   is   happening.   This   is  
nuts.”  
 

“What   part   of   it?”   He   smirked,   tugging   me   along   again.  
 

“All   of   it.   I   never   thought   this   would   be   how   my   writing   got   out   there.   Not   in   a   million  
years.”  
 

He   nodded,   his   mouth   pushing   to   one   side.   “Uh,   it   isn’t   how   I   imagined   it   either.   But   it  
doesn’t   matter   as   long   as   it   gets   out   there.   The   world   needs   to   see   your   talent.   It’s   just   opening  
a   door.”  
 

First,   he   put   my   stuff   into   the   trunk   before   opening   the   car   door   for   me.   In   my   seat   were   a  
few   wrapped   presents.   “What’s   this?”  
 

“Well,   I   wanted   to   get   you   something   to   commemorate   the   occasion.   And   admittedly,   I  
couldn’t   think   of   anything   on   my   own.   So,   I   asked   Alice,   and   she   gave   me   a   sweet   idea,   but   it  
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didn’t   feel   like   enough.   And   surprisingly,   Sam   was   helpful   today.   The   one   he   offered   me   is   most  
useful   with   one   of   your   birthday   presents,   so   I   decided   to   go   ahead   and   give   it   to   you.”  
 

“That’s   a   lot   of   stuff,”   I   replied   as   I   glanced   up   at   him.   He   just   shrugged.   “You   didn’t   have  
to   do   that.”  
 

“Isabella,   shut   up   and   open   your   gifts,”   he   ordered   firmly   but   playfully.  
 

I   laughed   then   sighed.   “Fine.”  
 

Hefting   the   boxes   onto   my   lap,   I   stared   at   them   for   a   minute.   They   were   a   variety   of  
shapes   and   sizes.   He   got   in   on   the   other   side.   Jasper   gave   me   the   second   smallest   to   open   first  
and   looked   at   me   expectantly.   
 

Inside   the   box   was   an   old   leather-bound   book   of   love   poems.   “Aw!”   I   gushed,   holding   it  
to   my   chest.   I   pouted   out   my   bottom   lip   a   little.   “This   is   so   sweet.   Thank   you.”  
 

“That   was   obviously   not   Sam’s   idea.”   He   smiled   at   my   reaction.  
 

“Why   didn’t   this   feel   like   enough?   It’s   lovely.”  
 

“Um,   darlin,   you   just-”   he   trailed   off,   then   shook   his   head.   Jasper   laughed.   “You   know,   I  
consider   you   about   as   close   to   perfect   as   a   woman   can   get,   but   I   think   one   of   your   few   flaws   is  
your   inability   to   grasp   the   scope   of   some   things   you’re   involved   in.”  
 

I   snorted   quietly,   tracing   my   fingers   over   the   book.   “You   know,   before   a   couple   of   days  
ago,   I   might   have   argued   with   you,   but   I   figure   you’re   right.”  
 

“I   know   I   am,”   he   continued   to   tease.   He   pulled   out   a   long   thin   box.   “Now,   this   one.”  
 

“Okay,”   I   mumbled,   rolling   my   eyes   at   his   attitude.   When   I   opened   it,   I   expected   there   to  
be   jewelry   inside.   Instead,   it   was…   A   pen,   or   maybe   a   computer   stylus.   I   picked   it   up   and   looked  
at   it   curiously.   I   brought   it   up   to   my   face   since   it   was   dark   in   the   garage.   “What   is   it?”  
 

“An   Apple   pencil.   It   takes   notes   and   everything.   Actually,   it’s   super   cool.   I   know   you   like  
the   act   of   writing,   but   the   environment   might   suffer   for   it   if   you   keep   doing   like   you   did   the   other  
day.”  
 

Smiling   at   his   words,   I   ran   my   hand   over   the   biggest   unopened   box.   “You   got   me   an   iPad  
for   my   birthday?”  
 

“Yeah.   It’s   a   pro.   Is   that   alright?   I   thought   you’d   like   it   for   traveling.”  
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“That’s   amazing.   Thank   you   so   much.”   I   leaned   over   and   kissed   him   deeply,   my   fingers  
curling   into   his   messy   hair.   “It’s   perfect.   You’re   right.   It   is   better   for   the   environment.”  
 

There   was   one   more   gift   on   the   pile   that   I   didn’t   know   what   it   was.   “I   want   you   to   know,  
you   definitely   went   overboard,”   I   informed   him   as   I   opened   it   up.   This   package   was   extremely  
light.  
 

Jasper   chuckled   affectionately.   “This   is   the   one   thing   I   picked   out   on   my   own.   I’m   very  
proud   of   it.   It   took   me   hours   to   come   up   with.”  
 

I   scoffed   softly   at   his   tone.   The   small   box   was   holding   clothespins.   “Ooh!”   I   said  
automatically   as   my   eyes   got   wide.   He   was   trying   so   hard   not   to   laugh   at   my   reaction.   I   giggled  
gleefully.   “I   love   these   so   much.”  
 

“Really?”   he   asked   in   genuine   surprise.   “We’ve   never   played   with   them   before.”  
 

“We’ve   always   used   the   clamps,”   I   offered.   It   was   difficult   to   take   my   gaze   off   of   them.  
“Oh,   I   definitely   want   you   to   put   every   single   one   on   me.”  
 

“All   thirty   of   them?   Could   you   handle   that?”   He   questioned   as   his   voice   got   deeper   with  
arousal.   I   don’t   think   he   was   expecting   my   reaction.  
 

“I   imagine   you   could   put   them   all   on   my   tits,”   I   replied   as   I   flushed,   biting   my   lip.  
“Seriously,   the   poems   and   these   are   enough   to   melt   my   panties   off.   You   could   have   waited   until  
my   birthday   to   give   me   the   others.”  
 

His   mouth   pushed   together   with   amusement   as   he   closed   his   eyes   and   rubbed   his  
temple   for   a   minute.   “Ugh.   Come   here,”   he   grumbled   before   he   pulled   me   to   him   in   a   vicious  
kiss.   I   grinned   contentedly   against   his   lips.   He   laid   his   forehead   against   mine.   “I   wish,   with   all   of  
my   heart,   we   could   do   exactly   that   tonight.   If   it   weren’t   so   damn   late,   and   I   didn’t   have   to   take  
the   stand   tomorrow.”   He   kissed   me   again,   just   as   roughly.   “I   did   not   think   this   through.”  
 

“You   knew   I   would   love   it!”   I   teased.  
 

“All   of   them,   though,”   he   sort   of   whimpered   the   words.  
 

“You   could   totally   get   more,   too.   I’ve   always   wanted   to   see   if   I   could   handle   an   absurd  
number.   Tie   me   up   with   my   arms   above   my   head   like   at   the   cabin   that   one   morning.   You   could  
put   them   all   over   my   breasts,   thighs,   and   ass.   Just   everywhere.   It   would   be   so   much   fun,”   I  
gushed.  
 

I   watched   the   man   that   was   my   Dom   and   my   boyfriend   switch   places   in   his   eyes.   Jasper  
growled.   “Isabella.   I   cannot   be   this   horny.   We   need   to   go   to   bed   when   we   get   home.”  
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“I’m   sorry,   sir.   I   only   wanted   to   let   you   know   how   much   your   very   thoughtful   gifts   pleased  

me   and   how   I’d   love   for   you   to   use   them   on   me,”   I   spoke   as   innocently   as   possible.   “You’ve  
been   so   wonderful   to   me   tonight.   The   last   thing   I   want   to   do   is   make   you   upset.”   I   kissed   his  
neck   lightly,   my   breath   blowing   over   his   skin.   “I   adore   them   all.”   My   fingertips   danced   over   his  
thigh.  
 

“You   devious   little   girl,”   he   mused   as   his   fingers   smoothed   into   my   hair.   “Tomorrow,   you  
will   regret   that.”  
 

I   shook   my   head,   smirking.   “No,   I   won’t.”  
 

Sighing,   his   eyes   flicked   back   to   the   man   who   had   serious   work   to   do   in   the   morning.   “I  
did   not   think   that   through   at   all.   I   thought   I   was   being   funny,”   he   mumbled   to   himself   as   he  
started   the   car.   I   snickered   cruelly.   “I   got   them   at   the   dollar   store   when   I   got   wrapping   paper.  
Why   am   I   surprised?”  
 

“Why   are   you?”   I   asked   sarcastically.   He   shook   his   head,   glancing   over   at   me   at   a   stop  
sign.   “Feel   free   to   take   your   frustration   out   on   me   tomorrow.   All   of   it.”  
 

“I   am,”   he   answered   back   just   as   sardonically   in   a   bright   voice   before   chuckling   warmly.  
“Oh,   I   am.”  
 

The   next   morning,   we   woke   up   with   the   alarm.   It   provided   us   no   opportunity   to   play  
before.   I   packed   my   new   electronic   toys   into   my   bag   to   take   with   me.   Jasper   had   already  
charged   it   for   me   and   put   it   into   a   case   and   protective   cover.   He   was   quiet   the   entire   time.   I   gave  
him   a   chance   to   gather   his   thoughts.  
 

Once   again,   we   sat   in   the   same   row.   Mrs.   Tanner   was   right   behind   King.  
 

“Just   to   warn   you,   they’ll   call   me   right   away.   It   will   last   more   than   a   day.   I’m   sorry   you’ll  
be   alone.   If   you   want,   you   can   go   after   lunch.   I   know-”   I   looked   at   him   sharply.   “You   don’t   have  
to,   but   it’ll   get   rough   real   quick,   darlin.”  
 

“I   don’t   care.   I’ll   be   here   for   you   the   whole   time.”  
 

Sighing,   he   nodded   his   head.   We   sat   silently   while   we   waited.   I   couldn’t   help   but   stare   at  
the   back   of   Royce’s   skull.   The   entire   time,   I   wished   it   would   implode   and   save   us   all   the   trouble.  
I   hated   him   so   much.  
 

“What   are   you   thinking?”   He   whispered   in   my   ear.  
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I   took   my   tablet   out   and   wrote   him   a   note.   “I’ve   never   wanted   someone   to   drop   dead  
randomly   more.”  
 

“Your   expression   is   terrifying,”   he   replied   in   a   breath.   He   playfully   shuddered.  
 

Then   I   noticed   King   slowly   turn   around.   He   smiled   pleasantly   at   Bree’s   mother.   “Hello,  
Mrs.   Tanner.   It’s   so   lovely   to   see   you   again.”  
 

My   fingers   wrapped   around   the   pencil   in   anger.   He   had   no   right   to   talk   to   her.   But   she  
wasn’t   a   part   of   the   trial,   and   there   was   nothing   we   could   do   to   discourage   him.   He   had   been  
warned   by   the   judge   not   to   speak   to   the   witnesses,   though.   The   day   before,   he   tried   to  
communicate   with   someone   else   in   the   audience   who   was   a   family   member.  
 

“This   weather   is   lovely,   isn’t   it?”   He   continued.  
 

Smartly,   she   didn’t   respond   to   him.   She   just   stared   blankly   ahead.   I   looked   at   my  
boyfriend   and   made   a   decision.   Quickly   grabbing   my   bag,   I   walked   over   to   her.   “Excuse   me,  
Mrs.   Tanner?”   I   said   as   brightly   as   possible.   “Would   it   be   alright   if   I   sat   with   you?   They’re   calling  
Jasper   to   the   stand   today,   and   it   would   be   easier   if   I   wasn’t   alone.”  
 

She   smiled   and   picked   up   the   purse   beside   her.   “I   would   be   honored,   young   lady.  
Please,   join   me.”  
 

I   did,   glaring   at   the   murderer.   He   knew   exactly   what   I   was   doing   and   why.   And   he   did   not  
like   it.   For   the   first   time,   his   politely   uninterested   facade   slipped,   and   he   scowled,   whipping  
around   in   his   chair.  
 

Mrs.   Tanner   winked   at   me.   I   smiled   in   answer,   reaching   over   to   squeeze   her   hand.   When  
I   glanced   over   my   shoulder,   my   man   was   looking   at   me   proudly.  
 

I   wrote   again.   “Good   luck.   You’ve   got   this.”   I   lifted   it   to   show   him.   He   nodded.  
 

Once   the   circus   began,   Mrs.   Stanley   stood   from   the   table   as   she   picked   up   a   legal   pad.  
“The   prosecution   would   like   to   call   its   first   witness.   Dr.   Jasper   Hale.”  
 

Rising,   he   walked   confidently   upfront.   He   had   worn   a   dark   gray   tie   and   a   three-piece   suit  
meant   to   impress.   He   was   so   elegant   in   his   stride.   The   bailiff   brought   a   bible   for   him   to   be   sworn  
in   on.   He   put   his   right   hand   on   it.   “Do   you   swear   to   tell   the   truth,   the   whole   truth,   and   nothing   but  
the   truth,   so   help   you,   God?”  
 

“Yes,”   he   declared   firmly   before   taking   his   seat.  
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The   curly-haired   woman   walked   towards   the   witness   box   with   the   pad   in   her   grip.   “Good  
morning.   Could   you,   for   the   record,   state   your   full   name?”  
 

“Special   Agent   Doctor   Jasper   Whitlock   Hale.”  
 

“And   what   is   your   occupation?”  
 

“I   am   an   analyst   for   the   FBI’s   National   Center   for   the   Analysis   of   Violent   Crime,   or  
NCAVC.   I   am   a   specialist   who   deals   with   non-typical   homicides.   Not   a   one-off,   jealous   husband  
kills   wife,   type,   for   example.   I   study   crime   scenes,   evidence,   suspects,   and   victims   to   aid   in  
investigations   dealing   with   serial   killers   or   especially   brutal   murders.”  
 

“How   did   you   become   an   analyst   for   the   FBI?”   She   continued,   glancing   down   at   her  
notes.   “What   qualifications   do   you   have?”  
 

Jasper   straightened   his   shoulders.   “I   have   a   bachelor’s   and   a   master’s   in   psychology.   A  
master’s   and   a   doctorate   in   criminal   justice,   too.   All   of   which   I   received   from   Texas   A&M.   I   also  
have   numerous   certifications.”  
 

Mrs.   Stanley   turned   to   the   jury.   “And   you’re   a   veteran,   as   well?”  
 

He   nodded.   “Yes,   ma’am.   I   served   my   country   proudly   for   eight   years,   and   I   was  
honorably   discharged   with   the   rank   of   Major.”  
 

“You   graduated   at   the   top   of   your   class   at   West   Point,   too,”   she   added.   “The  
valedictorian.”  
 

“Yes,   ma’am.   I   was.”  
 

“That’s   very   impressive,   doctor.   And   you   completed   your   education   while   you   were   in   the  
Army,   despite   having   three   deployments   to   the   Middle   East?”  
 

He   shifted   a   little   uncomfortably   in   his   seat.   Jasper   understood   what   she   was   doing,   but  
he   was   uneasy   with   this   kind   of   attention.   “Yes,   ma’am.”   
 

“What   was   your   role   in   this   investigation?”  
 

“I   was   the   primary   analyst   and   lead   investigator   under   the   supervision   of   Dr.   Jerry  
Marcus.”  
 

Once   again,   she   turned   to   the   box   of   people   who   were   all   very   interested   in   what   the  
handsome   and   well-educated   hero   had   to   say.   I   couldn’t   blame   them.   It   was   fascinating.   “Doctor,  
there   are   admittedly   a   bunch   of   questions   I   need   to   ask   you.”   She   lifted   her   papers   and   showed  
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the   crowd.   “And   they’re   important   ones.   But   I’d   like   to   start   with   the   questions   we’re   most  
curious   about.   It’ll   be   better   to   get   it   out   of   the   way.   I’d   like   to   ask   you   about   the   day   you   were  
shot.”   He   nodded   his   head   in   answer,   his   gaze   downcast   with   the   pain   of   the   memory.   I   knew  
right   then   why   Jasper   was   her   key   witness.   They   were   eating   all   of   it   up   already,   and   they   just  
started.   It   was   more   interesting   than   a   television   drama.   “First,   let’s   begin   with   the   infamous   tip.  
Who   delivered   it   to   you?”  
 

He   lifted   his   eyes   until   they   met   mine   and   smiled.   “Ms.   Isabella   Swan.”  
 

“And   how   do   you   know   Ms.   Swan?”  
 

“She   is   my   partner.   Um,   romantic   partner.”  
 

“So,   your   girlfriend.”   He   nodded   and   grinned.   She   looked   over   at   me   and   did   too.   “Can  
you   tell   me   the   circumstances   in   which   she   presented   you   with   this   information   and   exactly   what  
she   told   you.”  
 

“It   was   New   Year’s   Day,   and   I   had   the   day   off.   She   came   to   visit   me   from   our   home   in  
Texas   to   spend   it   together.   We   just   had   lunch,   and   we   were   relaxing.   She   was   reading   news  
articles   about   events   she   felt   were   similar   to   the   MO   of   the   one   in   this   case.   Ms.   Swan   was  
looking   at   Bree   Tanner’s   in   particular.   She   mentioned   Mr.   King   and   his   involvement   in   it.   They  
suspected   him   of   kidnapping,   raping,   and   torturing   Ms.   Tanner,   but   they   dismissed   it.   I   made   the  
connection   that   I   had   interviewed   a   suspect   named   Royce   Matthews   earlier   in   the   investigation.  
After   some   checking,   we   ID’d   him   as   King   and   realized   he   was   living   under   a   false   name.”  
 

She   allowed   him   to   talk,   explaining   everything.   “So,   you   were   chatting   with   your   girlfriend  
on   your   day   off   about   her   true   crime   hobby?”   She   paraphrased   with   a   smile.  
 

“Yes,   ma’am,”   he   chuckled.   “Exactly.”  
 

“Where   is   Ms.   Swan   today?”  
 

Jasper   lifted   his   hand   and   pointed   to   me.   “She’s   in   the   courtroom.   She   came   to   be  
supportive.”  
 

“I   see.”   She   studied   me.   “And   do   you   know   who   Ms.   Swan   is   sitting   next   to?”  
 

My   breathing   picked   up,   my   cheeks   heating   as   they   spoke   about   me.   I   tried   to   keep   my  
face   blank.  
 

“Mrs.   Candace   Tanner.   She’s   Bree   Tanner’s   mother.”  
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Mrs.   Stanley   cocked   her   head   to   the   side   and   smirked   slyly   for   just   a   moment   before   it  
became   more   earnest.   She   patted   the   railing   of   the   witness   stand.   “Dr.   Hale,   do   you   know   where  
Bree   Tanner   is?”  
 

“No,   ma’am.   She   went   missing   almost   six   years   ago.”  
 

“Objection!”   The   defense   shouted   for   the   first   time.   A   warm,   smooth   hand   slipped   into  
mine.   We   both   looked   ahead   at   him   proudly.   I   squeezed   her   fingers.   Mrs.   Tanner   was   so   much  
stronger   than   I   was.   I   admired   the   hell   out   of   her.  
 

For   just   a   moment,   Royce   glanced   at   us   angrily.   All   I   could   do   was   smirk   at   him.   If   his  
head   wouldn’t   pop   suddenly   like   a   can   of   biscuits   in   a   hot   car   in   August   in   Texas,   I   wanted   him  
to   be   served   as   much   justice   as   possible   for   all   of   his   crimes.   
 
  
 

   
 
 
 

Chapter   Thirty:   Whirling   Around  
 

There   was   no   playtime   after   the   trial.   Jasper   was   too   emotionally   drained.   He   was   right  
when   he   said   it   was   brutal.   He   described   situations   in   horrific   detail.   Sometimes   his   observations  
would   pop   up   with   his   exquisite   drawings   of   dreadful   things   in   them.   I   could   see   the   jury   cringing  
away   in   pain   and   disgust.   Sometimes,   I   did   too.   I   took   notes   the   entire   time   to   distract   myself.  
But   every   day   he   sat   up   there,   I   understood   more   and   more   why   they   wanted   him   in   that   seat.  
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He   was   charming,   kind,   and   witty.   He   even   made   the   jury   laugh   with   his   smart   answers   to   the  
defense.  
 

I   had   to   admit   I   found   him   sexy   when   he   was   like   this.   Jasper   was   being   a   brat   to   them.  
But   often   their   questions   were   stupid.   They   also   kept   asking   the   same   ones   in   different   ways   to  
trip   him   up.   Since   he   was   always   honest,   they   failed,   and   it   made   them   look   terrible.  
 

I   continued   to   sit   with   Mrs.   Tanner.   It   pissed   Royce   off   so   much.   He   glowered   at   us   every  
day   whenever   he   got   a   chance.   It   annoyed   him   I   wasn’t   scared   of   him.   With   her   setting   an  
example,   I   couldn’t   be.   He   had   no   power   over   me.   I   really   enjoyed   chatting   with   her   about  
normal   things   right   behind   his   greasy   head.   From   the   weather   to   hobbies,   we   only   had   pleasant  
stuff   to   say.  
 

Jasper   testified   for   five   full   days.   Sam   was   next   after   him.   Most   of   the   time,   he   acted   like  
such   a   dumbass.   But   when   he   spoke   passionately   about   the   crimes,   it   was   easy   to   recognize  
his   intelligence.   I   could   see   why   my   boyfriend   was   such   good   friends   with   his   former   partner.   He  
was   like   Emmett,   deeper   than   he   let   on.  
 

They   didn’t   have   as   many   questions   for   him.   His   testimony   was   only   two   days   with   the  
cross-examination.   They   went   through   witnesses   a   lot   quicker   after   him.   Sometimes   a   couple   in  
a   day.   There   were   a   bunch   of   doctors   being   called   to   the   stand   in   fields   I   had   never   heard   of.  
They   were   full   of   information,   but   they   were   very   boring.  
 

The   day   before   my   birthday   was   a   Friday.   Thankfully,   the   court   would   call   for   a   recess  
until   Monday.   Childishly,   it   was   all   I   could   think   about.   My   perfectly   pleasant   day   with   my   man  
that   would   include   walking   into   a   national   chain   bookstore   and   purchasing   my   top-ten  
best-selling   novel.   Eric   was   keeping   me   informed   of   my   numbers   and   said   he   could   only   guess  
at   the   final   rankings   until   it’s   release.   They   were   constantly   changing.  
 

We   were   sitting   in   court,   just   waiting   for   it   to   start.   Mrs.   Stanley   walked   over   to   me   from  
the   desk.   “Alright,   Ms.   Swan.   Today   is   probably   the   day.   If   not,   I’m   calling   you   up   to   the   stand   on  
Monday   for   sure.”  
 

Her   words   lingered   in   the   air.   “Oh,   okay,”   I   finally   breathed,   surprised.   I   knew   it   was  
coming,   but   I   thought   it   would   be   later.   There   was   still   so   much   more   to   cover   and   many   more  
witnesses   to   talk   to.   My   part   was   small   and   towards   the   end.  
 

King   was   watching   the   whole   conversation   as   he   smiled   to   himself.   When   she   went  
back,   his   grin   grew.   She   looked   disgusted   with   him.   When   she   sat   down,   she   sharply   tapped  
some   papers.  
 

I   didn’t   hear   a   thing   the   person   on   the   stand   was   saying,   and   I   couldn’t   eat   lunch.   Jasper  
didn’t   force   me   to,   either.   I   couldn’t   have   anything   in   my   stomach,   just   in   case   I   threw   up.   That  
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would   have   been   the   worst.   Especially   since   I   knew   there   were   so   many   millions   of   people  
watching.   I   was   being   talked   about   on   the   news   enough   as   it   was.   
 

They   wrapped   up   the   cross-examination   of   a   police   officer   who   discovered   four   of   the  
bodies   on   two   separate   occasions.   He   worked   the   route   between   Albany   and   Rochester.   He  
literally   just   stumbled   upon   three   of   them   on   a   traffic   stop.  
 

“I’d   like   to   call   Ms.   Isabella   Swan   to   the   stand,”   Mrs.   Stanley   began   as   she   rose   after  
glancing   at   her   notes.  
 

I   left   my   purse   beside   Jasper   as   I   stood.   Straightening   my   back,   I   tried   my   best   to  
channel   Mrs.   Tanner.   A   spine   of   steel.   There   was   nothing   he   could   do   to   me.   Taking   a   deep  
breath,   I   took   each   step   purposefully.   I   wouldn’t   give   King   the   satisfaction   of   even   looking   at   him.  
He   had   no   power.   None.   I   had   it   all.   I   was   a   Goddess,   and   he   was   dirt   under   my   heels.  
 

Perhaps   this   was   my   mistake.  
 

Just   as   I   moved   through   the   gate   that   separated   the   audience   from   the   court,   Royce  
grabbed   my   forearm   and   yanked   me   around   so   I   would   look   at   him.   “I’ll   fuck   your   corpse   for  
weeks!”   He   gleefully   shouted   in   my   face.   I   could   smell   his   minty   breath   stinging   my   nose.  
 

There   was   a   moment,   only   a   split-second   before   anyone   could   have   time   to   react.   It   was  
like   everything   stood   still.   It   was   eerily   silent.   His   hold   was   tight,   and   it   burned   like   acid.   It   was  
unacceptable.   He   didn’t   know   who   he   was   dealing   with.   
 

He   did   not   have   permission   to   touch   me.  
 

Whirling   around,   I   struck   him   with   my   other   hand.   My   palm   connected   with   his   jaw   so  
hard   it   knocked   him   back   in   his   chair.   It   almost   tipped   over,   loosening   his   grip   on   me.  
 

“Not   before   I   eat   popcorn   at   your   execution!”   I   hissed   in   return.  
 

Then   chaos   erupted.   The   whole   encounter   took   five   seconds.   It   felt   like   years.  
 

Hundreds   of   arms   seemed   to   move   around   me   as   the   noise   levels   went   insane.   People  
were   shouting,   and   someone   was   screaming,   but   it   wasn’t   me.   The   sounds   of   dozens   of   chairs  
scooting   at   once,   followed   by   stomping,   filled   my   ears.   I   couldn’t   see   anything   because   my   face  
was   pressed   into   Jasper’s   chest,   both   of   his   strong   hands   pulling   me   away   to   safety.   I   wasn’t  
even   sure   how   he   moved   that   fast.  
 

At   least   a   half   dozen   cops   pounced   on   Royce   all   at   once.   He   was   on   the   floor   and   cuffed  
in   under   a   minute.   I   twisted   to   the   side   to   see   him   glaring   at   us.   Spit   was   coming   from   his   mouth  
as   he   struggled   against   the   restraints.  
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“GET   HIM   OUT   OF   HERE!”   Judge   Clearwater   roared   angrily   over   all   the   sound   as   he  

banged   his   gavel   repeatedly.   He   was   standing   up   behind   his   bench.   “Dammit!   Get   your   client  
under   control!”  
 

His   attorneys   were   scrambling   around   the   table,   as   were   the   prosecution,   but   for  
different   reasons.   So   many   people   were   shouting   around   us.   I   heard   my   name   a   thousand  
times.   All   I   could   do   was   look   up   at   my   protector.   His   face   was   red   with   his   anger,   and   his   eyes  
were   massive   with   fear.   Jasper’s   arms   tightened   around   me,   his   hand   on   the   back   of   my   head  
as   he   brought   me   closer.   His   heart   was   beating   so   hard   I   could   feel   it   against   my   cheek.  
 

“Ms.   Swan!   Are   you   okay?!”   Mrs.   Stanley   rushed   towards   us   once   King   was   out   of   the  
room.   My   ears   were   ringing.   “Can   we   get   the   paramedics   in   here!”   She   screeched   at   someone.  
 

“No!”   I   insisted   in   return,   shaking   my   head   quickly.   “I’m   fine.”  
 

She   didn’t   like   this   answer   at   all.  
 

“Let   me   look   at   your   arm,”   Jasper   mumbled   as   he   pulled   back.   It   was   pinned   between  
us.   It   was   already   starting   to   bruise.   I   could   see   his   fingerprints   on   my   forearm.   Carefully,   he   ran  
his   fingers   over   them.   I   brought   my   other   hand   up   to   stare   at   it   because   it   ached.   My   palm   was  
turning   black.   He   grimaced.   
 

The   judge   was   still   barking   orders   over   our   heads.   “I   want   the   jury   out   of   here   right   now!  
Councilors,   in   my   chambers!   Everyone   else   just…   calm   the   hell   down!”   He   pointed   his   gavel   at  
us.   “Ms.   Swan…”   He   trailed   off   when   he   saw   my   face.   Clearing   his   throat,   he   softened   his   tone.  
“Do   you   need   medical   attention?”  
 

“No,   sir,”   I   breathed.   “I’m…   sorry.   I   just   reacted.   I   didn’t   think.   I   shouldn’t   have-”  
 

“You   have   nothing   to   apologize   for,”   he   interrupted.   “That   was   entirely   self-defense.   Take  
a   break,   we   will   have   an   EMT   clear   you,   just   in   case.   Bailiff,”   he   said,   nodding   at   the   officer.   He  
understood   the   order   because   he   came   over   to   me.  
 

“There   is   a   holding   area   over   here   we   can   take   you   to   while   we   wait   for   that,”   he  
informed   me   in   a   kind   voice   before   putting   his   hand   gently   on   my   shoulder.   “Follow   me,  
sweetie.”   We   walked   towards   a   door   at   the   corner   of   the   room,   Jasper   right   behind   me.   The   last  
I   looked   back,   people   were   being   herded   out.   “Do   you   need   anything?”   He   asked   when   I   sat  
down   at   the   single   table   in   the   place.   It   only   had   two   chairs.  
 

“Could   I   have   some   water?”   I   weakly   inquired.   My   mouth   felt   parched.  
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“Of   course.   I’ll   be   right   back.   They’ll   be   here   in   just   a   minute,”   he   assured   before   leaving  
us   alone.   Once   again,   there   was   silence.   The   clock   ticked   loudly.  
 

I   turned   to   look   at   Jasper.   He   was   still   standing   beside   the   door.   His   expression   was  
undefinable,   his   arms   crossed   over   his   chest.   “Are   you   okay?”  
 

He   shook   his   head,   his   mouth   an   angry   straight   line.   I   held   my   hand   out   to   him,   and   he  
hurried   towards   me.   Once   more,   I   was   in   his   grasp   while   I   continued   to   sit.   I   pushed   my   face   into  
his   vest,   my   makeup   smearing   on   it.   Automatically,   my   fingers   curled   around   his   pockets,   so   I  
could   hold   on.  
 

“I   regret   every   single   goddamn   day   I   didn’t   kill   that   bastard   when   I   had   the   chance,”   he  
breathed   as   he   wrapped   his   fingers   around   the   back   of   my   neck.  
 

“No.   Don’t   say   that.   You’re   better   than   him,”   I   countered   as   I   peered   up   at   him.  
 

“And   I   still   would   have   been   after   I   put   a   bullet   between   his   eyes.”  
 

“No.   This   is   better,”   I   insisted.   “This   means   we’re   getting   to   him.   He’s   losing,   so   he’s  
acting   like   a   cornered   animal.   He   needs   to   be   properly   punished.   That   would   be   too   easy.   It  
shouldn’t   be   quick.   He   doesn’t   deserve   that.   Don’t   worry.   He   can’t   hurt   me.   You’ll   always   protect  
me.   I’m   fine.”   I   smiled   at   him.  
 

The   EMT   opened   the   door,   and   the   bailiff   came   in   behind   them   with   a   bottle   of   water.  
The   young   woman   sympathetically   smirked   at   me.   Jasper   backed   up,   but   I   kept   my   other   hand  
wrapped   around   his.  
 

She   made   a   face   when   she   saw   the   bruises   but   agreed   that   nothing   was   broken.   She  
covered   it   in   a   cold   pack   to   help   with   the   swelling.   I   held   it   onto   my   arm   with   my   sore   hand.  
 

When   we   finished,   they   took   us   back   out   to   sit   in   the   audience   again.   When   I   did,   Mrs.  
Tanner   was   holding   my   purse   for   me   in   her   lap.   “You   alright,   baby?”   She   asked   when   she  
passed   it   back   to   Jasper   to   hold.  
 

“Yes,   ma’am.   Thank   you   for   watching   that   for   me.   I   forgot   about   it.”  
 

“No   problem,”   she   promised.   “I’ll   have   to   make   you   some   cookies   for   that,”   she  
whispered.   Brokenly,   I   laughed.   “I’ve   always   wanted   to   do   that.”   I   couldn’t   blame   her   for   that   in  
the   least.  
 

The   judge   walked   back   into   the   room,   furious.   His   normally   neat   hair   was   frazzled   with  
his   fury.   The   lawyers   were   already   at   their   tables,   waiting.   No   one   was   happy.   Royce   was  
nowhere   in   sight.   “How   dare   you!”   He   roared   at   the   defense’s   side.   “You   harassed   me   for   a  
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month   so   your   client   could   come   to   court   without   restraints,   and   this   is   how   you   repay   me?   Well,  
guess   what?   His   permission   has   been   revoked,   and   the   additional   charges   of   witness  
intimidation   and   assault   will   be   added   to-”  
 

“Your   honor!”   One   of   them   stood   up   to   argue   with   him.   He   was   the   lead,   a   fat   man   in   an  
Italian   suit   named   Mr.   Jenks.  
 

“Sit   your   ass   down.   I’m   not   done   talking,”   he   shouted   back.   “What   did   I   tell   you   the   first  
day,   huh?   He   has   been   skating   on   thin   ice   for-”  
 

“Your   honor-”   he   tried   again.  
 

He   slammed   his   gavel   down.   “Interrupt   me   again,   and   I   will   find   you   in   contempt   of   court!  
My   word   is   final.   Shackles   and   extra   charges.   Push   me,   and   we’ll   keep   adding   them.   I’ve   got   all  
day   and   five   years   until   retirement.”   The   man   sat   back   down   slowly   after   being   scolded.   The  
judge   straightened   his   shoulders   as   he   looked   out   over   the   gallery.   “Right.   We   will   adjourn   for  
the   weekend.   We’ll   resume   at   nine   o’clock   on   Monday   morning.   Teach   Mr.   King   some   manners  
before   then,   or   so   help   me   God...”  
 

Sam   rushed   up   to   us   as   soon   as   he   was   able.   His   eyes   were   wide,   his   mouth   already  
shaped   in   an   O.   “Damn!   You   knocked   the   shit   out   of   him!”  
 

“Well,   he   shouldn’t   have   touched   me,”   I   replied   as   confidently   as   I   could.   In   my   head,   I  
kept   repeating   that   I   was   a   Goddess.   It   was   the   last   thought   I   had   before   he   grabbed   me,   and   I  
needed   to   hold   on   to   it.   We   continued   to   walk   towards   the   cop’s   exit.   There   was   no   way   we  
could   leave   out   the   front   through   the   media   that   was   now   swarming   the   place.   I   already   had   to  
change   my   number   to   a   private   one   after   the   first   day.  
 

“Damn   right!   Will   you   share   your   popcorn   with   me   at   the   execution?”   He   smirked,  
opening   the   door.   He   made   a   sweeping   gesture   with   his   arm.  
 

“Hell   no.   Get   your   own,”   I   replied   dryly.   Sam   grinned   wickedly.  
 

“Ms.   Swan!”   A   group   of   reporters   yelled   at   me   from   the   entrance   of   the   garage.   They  
couldn’t   come   inside,   but   they   could   see   us.   They   stationed   uniformed   officers   around   the  
opening.   “Dr.   Hale!   Can   we   get-”  
 

“No   comment!”   Our   friend   shouted   at   them,   walking   beside   me   to   block   us   from   view.  
Jasper   was   on   the   other   side.   “Vultures,”   he   mumbled.   Once   again,   he   glanced   over   at   me.  
“Man,   your   next   novel   will   be   awesome,   though!”  
 

I   snorted   softly.   
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Quiet   on   the   car   ride   home,   Jasper   and   I   held   hands   the   entire   time.   His   grip   was   so  
tight.   I   finally   let   go   when   we   got   back   to   the   apartment.   Like   a   zombie,   I   walked   into   the  
bathroom   before   violently   throwing   up   my   breakfast.  
  
 

 
 

 
Chapter   Thirty-one:   At   a   Barnes   &   Noble  

 
I   laid   down   for   a   nap   after   the   whole   ordeal.   I   didn’t   wake   until   the   next   morning.   Jasper  

didn’t   bother   me.   I   think   he   understood   more   than   most   what   it   was   like   to   have   something   like  
that   happen.   It   was   like   being   manhandled   by   Michael   Myers   or   Freddy   Kruger.  
 

The   following   day,   he   was   sitting   up   beside   me   while   drawing.   My   nose   was   close   to   his  
leg,   just   an   inch   away.   I   had   a   flashback   to   almost   a   year   before.   Pushing   my   face   into   it,   I  
smiled.   This   time   there   was   no   hesitation   or   fear.   I   could   touch   him   and   be   as   affectionate   as   I  
wanted   to   be.   My   fingers   curled   around   the   fleece.  

 
Chuckling,   he   rubbed   the   back   of   my   head   gently.   “Hey   there.   Are   you   feeling   okay?”  

 
“Yeah.   I   was   just…   exhausted.   I’m   fine,”   I   promised   as   I   gazed   up   at   him.   “The  

adrenaline   rush   was   a   little   too   much   for   me.”  
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“That’s   understandable.”  
 

When   I   rolled   over   onto   my   back,   I   realized   there   were   dozens   of   balloons   around   the  
couch.   Giggling   softly,   I   tilted   my   head   to   the   side   to   read   all   the   messages.   Most   of   them   were  
birthday   wishes,   but   some   were   ‘you   are   number   one’   or   something   like   that.   They   were   all   done  
with   long   ribbons   that   were   curled   to   the   floor.  
 

“Wow.”  
 

“Sam   got   you   those.   He   delivered   them   a   little   while   ago,”   he   told   me   quietly.   “Happy  
birthday,   darlin.”  
 

“Thank   you.”   I   lightly   laughed.   I   could   only   assume   he   went   to   the   dollar   store   down   the  
street.   He   went   overboard,   but   it   was   adorable.   I   liked   it.  
 

“And…   congratulations,”   Jasper   drew   out   before   shaking   his   head.   “Number   one   for   a  
debut   novel   is   very   impressive.   But   I’m   not   surprised.   Especially   with   the   reviews   that   it’s  
getting.   The   one   from   the   LA   Times   I   was   reading   this   morning   called   it   an   ‘addicting  
masterpiece   from   beginning   to   end   with   more   unexpected   twists   than   a   maze.   You’ll   want   to  
read   it   a   second   time   as   soon   as   you   finish   the   last   word.’   Which   is   what   I’ve   been   saying   for  
years   now!”   He   spoke   so   dryly   it   took   a   moment   for   his   words   to   register.   His   smile   slowly   grew.  
 

I   brought   my   hand   up   to   my   mouth.   “It’s   number   one?   Seriously?”  
 

Nodding,   he   bit   his   lip   for   a   moment.   “It   was   a   close   one,   but   you   got   about   a   thousand  
more.   You   knocked   out   someone   who   had   been   there   for   almost   a   month.”  
 

Sitting   up,   I   pushed   my   hair   out   of   my   eyes.   “Who?”   I   asked   in   surprise.   I   hadn’t   been  
looking   on   purpose.   It   scared   me,   to   be   honest.   Plus,   I   didn’t   want   to   give   myself   an   ego   or   get  
my   hopes   up   too   high.   Either   was   bad.   I   wasn’t   better   than   anyone   else   on   it,   and   I   knew   it   was  
just   luck   sometimes.  
 

Jasper   picked   at   the   blanket   before   his   eyes   met   mine.   “John   Grisham.   The   third   was  
Stephen   King,   and   the   fourth   was   James   Patterson.”  
 

We   were   both   silent,   letting   the   names   hang   in   the   air.   He   gingerly   rubbed   my   back   as   I  
stared   straight   ahead.   I   couldn’t   move.   After   a   minute,   he   reached   over   and   took   something   from  
the   dresser.   It   was   his   copy   he   ordered.   The   torn-up   packaging   was   up   on   the   bedside   table.   He  
took   a   blue   pen   from   the   cookie   tin   and   passed   it   to   me.  
 

“May   I   be   the   first   to   have   your   autograph,   Goddess?”  
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Laughing,   I   hugged   it   to   my   chest.   I   had   received   my   personal   preview   copy   from   the  
publisher,   but   it   was   so   different   since   it   was   purchased.   Taking   the   cap   off,   I   placed   the   tip   on  
my   lips.   “What   should   I   write,   sir?”  
 

“Hm,”   he   hummed   and   pushed   his   face   into   my   hair.   “I   don’t   know.   I   think   that’s   up   to  
you.”   He   kissed   the   back   of   my   neck.  
 

Smiling   wickedly,   I   glanced   at   him.   “I   should   put   something   dirty,   so   you   can’t   show   it   to  
anyone.”  
 

He   chuckled.   “Well,   I   will   have   more   than   one   copy,   so   go   ahead.”  
 

I   nodded   gravely,   opening   the   book.   “Dearest   Daddy,   I   love   your   cock   so-”   I   began   in   a  
childish   voice.   He   didn’t   allow   me   to   finish,   laughing   as   he   tackled   me   onto   the   bed.   He   tried   to  
pin   me   down,   but   I   rolled   over   onto   my   stomach.   Jasper   straddled   my   thighs.   “I   love   it   when   you  
put   it   in   my-”   I   continued.   He   whacked   me   hard.   “Oo,   yes,   Daddy.”  
 

“It   sounds   so   wrong   when   you   say   it   like   that.”  
 

“Doesn’t   Alice   call   you   Daddy?”  
 

“She’s   not   currently   doing   it,   no,”   he   deadpanned.   I   flexed   my   thighs,   pushing   on   him.  
“You   could   seriously   kill   a   man   with   this   ass,”   he   continued   to   mess   with   me.  
 

“You   know   what   I   mean!”   I   laughed,   doing   it   again.   He   put   both   hands   on   it   and  
squeezed   tightly.  
 

“It’s   just   different.   It   wasn’t   really   my   thing.   I   don’t   hate   it,   but   I’ve   never   thought   of   you   as  
an   age-player   like   her.   You   have   some   ‘little’   tendencies,   but   that   comes   with   being   a   bratty  
switch.   I   admit   I   like   some   aspects   of   it.   When   you   wear   innocent   clothing,   like   the   long   Johns   or  
your   crop   top.   I   enjoy   tucking   you   in   and   feeding   you,   but   I   think   that’s   because   I   enjoy   taking  
care   of   you   outside   of   domination.   It’s   not   something   I’ve   done   with   others.”  
 

I   rolled   over   while   he   still   straddled   my   thighs.   Moving   my   hands   over   his   hips,   I   batted  
my   eyelashes   seductively   at   him.   “I   enjoy   taking   care   of   you   too,   Daddy,”   I   said   as   breathily   as  
possible.  
 

Rolling   his   eyes,   they   tilted   back   up   towards   the   ceiling   before   shaking   his   head.   “I   keep  
imagining   a   day   when   we   have   kids   and-”   He   laughingly   began,   but   I   interrupted   him.  
 

“Do   you   want   to   have   kids?”   I   asked   him   in   surprise.  
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He   looked   at   me   in   shock,   his   mouth   opening   up   a   little.   Jasper   blinked   several   times.   I  
don’t   think   he   realized   what   he   was   saying   until   I   pointed   it   out.   “I   don’t   know,   to   be   honest.   It’s  
something   I’ve   thought   about.   I   wouldn’t…   I   wouldn’t   hate   it   with   you.   If   you   want   them.   If   you  
don’t,   it’s   fine.   It’s   not   a   big   deal.   It’s   just   when   I   see   our   future-”  
 

Sitting   up,   I   wrapped   my   hand   around   the   back   of   his   neck   and   pulled   him   down   to   me   in  
a   kiss.   “Do   you   want   children?”   I   repeated.   I   ran   my   nose   across   his,   our   forehead’s   touching.  
 

“Not   today.   Or   nine   months   from   now.   But   maybe   in   a   few   years?   I   probably   don’t   want   to  
wait   until   I’m   fifty,   or   I   won’t   see   our   grandchildren   for   sure,”   he   answered   softly,   almost   like   he  
was   nervous   about   doing   so.  
 

I   laughed.   “Grandchildren.   Wow.   We’re   not   even   married   yet.”  
 

Jasper   flashed   a   quick   smile.   “One   day,”   he   remarked,   kissing   my   chin.   “If   you   want   to,”  
he   added.   “It’s   not   really   up   to   me.”  
 

“The   idea   is   growing   on   me,”   I   admitted,   pecking   his   lips   lightly.   “I   like   the   idea   of   forever  
with   you.”  
 

“We’ll   have   that   even   if   we   don’t   get   a   piece   of   paper,   I   promise.   I   just-   I   just   wanna   claim  
you   as   mine   and   show   everyone   that   I’m   yours,   too.   No.   It’s   more   than   that.   I   want   to   tie   myself  
to   you   permanently.   And   I   don’t   see   either   of   us   wearing   collars   in   our   day-to-day   lives,”   he  
joked.   His   cheeks   were   slightly   flushed.   “Rings   might   be   a   better   option.”  
 

“I   am   yours.   I’m   wearing   one   already.”   I   touched   my   throat.   My   lock   and   key   never   came  
off.   “It   might   not   be   spiky   leather,   but   I   know   what   it   means   to   both   of   us.”  
 

His   fingers   moved   over   the   chain.   “It   doesn’t   feel   like   enough.”  
 

“You   just   want   to   get   your   mom   off   your   back,”   I   jested   to   lighten   the   mood.   He   laughed  
softly   before   kissing   the   nape   of   my   neck.   His   lips   were   touching   the   necklace.   “She’ll   be   so   mad  
at   you   when   we   elope   someday.”   I   paused   for   a   moment.   “But   not   at   me.   She   loves   me.”  
 

“She   can   be   angry.   I   don’t   give   a   damn.   I   love   her,   but   I   enjoy   my   sanity.   As   stunning   as  
you   would   be   walking   down   the   aisle,   it   wouldn’t   be   worth   it   if   we   both   become   alcoholics   before  
the   event.”   I   shook   with   my   giggles.   “No.   You   can   laugh.   I   saw   what   it   did   to   my   sister   and   Em.”  
 

“She’ll   still   throw   a   big   party.”  
 

Shrugging,   he   pursed   his   lips.   “I   can’t   stop   her   from   doing   that,   but   this   is   one   thing   I’d  
like   to   have   control   over.   The   moment   I   bind   myself   to   you,   it   will   be   special   and   private.   Ours  
and   no   one   else’s.   I   won’t   allow   anyone   to   take   that   from   us,   even   my   mother.”  
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I   pulled   him   to   me   to   kiss,   my   fingers   tangling   with   his   beautiful   honey-colored   curls.  

They   were   so   thick   and   soft.   “You   can   be   so   romantic   sometimes.”  
 

He   smirked   at   my   words.   “So,   can   I   take   you   to   breakfast,   Goddess?   After   we   eat,   we  
can   go   to   the   bookstore.”  
 

“Sounds   perfect.   What   should   we   do   tonight?”   I   questioned.   The   trial   had   made   it   hard   to  
plan   on   anything.   It   was   too   emotionally   draining.  
 

Burying   his   face   in   my   neck,   he   lightly   suckled   on   my   skin.   “Whatever   you   like.”  
 

“I   don’t   want   to   think   for   a   while,”   I   admitted,   tilting   my   chin   to   the   side   to   give   him   better  
access.  
 

“Do   you   want   me   to   take   care   of   everything?”   I   nodded   my   head,   smiling   a   little.   “I   can   do  
that.   Would   you   like   to   do   a   scene,   or   do   you   just   need   to   be   spoiled?”  
 

I   bit   my   lip.   “Can   we   do   a   scene,   sir?”  
 

His   smile   grew.   “Of   course.   I   have   some   things   in   mind   I   think   you’ll   enjoy.   I’ll   make   a  
reservation   for   tonight,   and   we’ll   eat   somewhere   nice   first.   Perhaps   I’ll   take   you   out   dancing.  
Shall   I   dress   you,   too?”  
 

“Yes,   please.”  
 

Jasper   swallowed,   licking   his   lips   before   meeting   my   eyes.   “When   would   you   like   to  
start?”  
 

I   kissed   him   again.   “Right   now,   sir.”  
 

He   smiled   for   just   a   moment   before   nodding.   “Okay,   but   I   want   you   to   tell   me   what   you  
need   today   when   you   need   it.   No   matter   what   it   is.   I   want   to   take   care   of   you,   Isabella.”   Leaning  
forward   and   kissing   him   again,   I   let   my   lips   linger   there   for   a   long   moment.   I   nodded   in   answer.   “I  
love   you,   darlin.”  
 

“I   love   you,   too,   sir.”  
 
“Now.   You   still   need   to   sign   my   book   and   don’t   put   anything   naughty   in   there,   young   lady.  

Or,   I’ll   beat   your   ass,”   he   stated   sarcastically.  
 

Challenge   accepted.  
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Grinning   wicked,   I   reached   for   the   hardback   that   landed   on   the   floor.   “Dearest   Daddy-”   I  
started.  
 

“Really?!”   He   laughed,   flipping   me   over   so   I   was   on   my   stomach.   He   thwacked   me  
playfully.   I   was   only   in   his   shirt   and   panties,   the   hit   connecting   with   my   thighs.   I   was   giggling   as   I  
struggled   against   him.   “Alright.   If   that’s   what   you   want   to   do,   you   can   call   me   that   all   day   long.   I’ll  
make   you   do   it   in   public,   too.”   He   pinned   my   arms   above   my   head.   “Make   you   wear   pigtails   and  
something   cute.”  
 

“Oo,   that’ll   backfire   on   you,   Daddy,”   I   said   cheerfully,   wiggling   my   butt   against   him.   “It  
sounds   like   too   much   fun.”  
 

“You’re   probably   right.   Am   I   going   to   have   to   take   you   over   my   knee?”   He   ground   his  
erection   against   my   ass.   I   could   feel   it   through   the   thick   fabric   of   his   sleep   panties.   “Oh,   wait…  
Don’t   I   have   to   give   you   birthday   spankings,   anyway?”   Snickering,   I   pushed   my   face   into   the  
blanket.   “Oh,   I   know   what   I   want   you   to   wear   today.”  
 

We   took   a   shower   together,   and   he   had   me   blow   dry   my   hair   and   put   on   light   makeup.  
When   I   came   out,   my   short   black   flared   skirt   was   on   the   bed,   a   pair   of   knee   socks   beside   them.  
He   paired   it   with   a   simple   white   t-shirt.   My   panties   were   cute   polka-dotted   pink.   There   was   no  
bra.  
 

I   stood   there   in   just   my   underwear   and   socks.   “Um,   did   you   forget   something?”  
 

“Nope.”   He   grinned.   “Don’t   worry.   You’ll   be   in   a   sweater,   too.   I   don’t   want   you   to   get   too  
chilly.”  
 

“My   tits   are   too   big   to   be   hanging   out   everywhere,”   I   commented,   sliding   on   my   skirt   first.  
I   buttoned   it   on   my   hip.  
 

He   was   putting   on   his   blue   jeans   and   a   black   button-down.   I   liked   the   color   change.   It  
contrasted   beautifully   with   his   hair   and   skin.   “They’re   perfect   just   like   that,   and   everyone   should  
see   how   incredible   they   look.   I   would   have   you   walk   around   like   that   if   it   were   legal.”  
 

“Are   you   sure   you   want   everyone   to   see   them?”   I   asked,   running   my   hands   over   my  
nipples   slowly.  
 

“Yes,   but   no   one   else   can   touch   them   but   me.   They’ll   get   to   view   perfection,   but   they  
can’t   have   it.   Only   I   can.”  
 

Jasper   was   going   to   fluff   my   ego   so   much.   It   was   lovely,   and   I   adored   it.  
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Pulling   on   my   t-shirt,   I   slipped   on   the   Mary-Janes   he   had   picked   out   to   go   with   them.   He  
went   into   the   bathroom,   spritzing   on   his   cologne   before   picking   up   a   brush   and   a   hairband.  
 

“Sit   on   the   bed,”   he   ordered.  
 

When   I   did,   he   came   behind   me.   Gently,   he   combed   my   hair   so   that   it   was   straight   down  
my   back.   I   closed   my   eyes,   enjoying   this   kind   of   attention.   When   satisfied   with   it,   he   braided   it   in  
a   thick   rope.   He   kissed   my   neck   lightly   before   placing   something   around   it.   I   brought   my   hand  
up   to   feel   the   simple   black   collar.   It   seemed   nothing   more   than   a   slightly   gothy   choker.  
 

He   helped   me   slip   on   my   sweater.   It   was   something   comfortable   and   baggy.   It   was  
cashmere   and   buttoned   down   the   front.   He   did   them   for   me,   rubbing   his   knuckles   over   my  
nipples   through   my   shirt   before.   Jasper   made   them   rock   hard.  
 

We   had   breakfast   at   a   sweet   little   brunch   spot   that   was   super   busy.   We   sat   close  
together.   Under   the   table,   his   big   hand   rubbed   my   thigh   just   beneath   my   skirt.   He   kept  
whispering   in   my   ear   how   beautiful   I   was,   how   enraptured   he   was   by   me,   and   all   the   dirty   things  
he   wanted   to   do   to   me   once   we   were   alone.  
 

Next,   we   drove   to   Barnes   &   Noble.   It   was   quiet,   still   early   on   a   Saturday.   We   strolled  
together,   hand   in   hand,   to   the   front.   As   soon   as   we   entered,   my   book   was   on   a   table   for  
everyone   to   see.   It   had   a   sticker   that   said,   “#1   NYT   BEST-SELLER!”   I   laughed,   overwhelmed  
with   my   emotions   at   seeing   it   for   the   first   time.  
 

“Oh,   the   best   part,”   he   commented   as   he   walked   ahead   of   me   to   a   section   at   the  
entrance.   It   had   all   the   top   ten   of   the   week   in   a   row.   There   were   so   many   big-name   authors.   I  
giggled   again,   putting   both   hands   over   my   mouth   to   hide   my   grin.   “I   told   you,   and   it’s   not   even  
been   a   year.”  
 

“Hi!   Can   I   help   you?”   One   of   the   employees,   a   middle-aged   woman   with   hoop   earrings  
and   dreads,   asked.  
 

“No,   thank   you.   We’re   just   looking.”   He   beamed   at   her   innocently.  
 

“If   you’re   interested   in   this   one,”   she   pointed   at   my   book,   “I   just   started   it   on   my   break,  
and   it’s   fantastic!   I’ve   only   gotten   to   chapter   three,   and   I   can’t   wait   to   get   back   to   it   tonight.”  
 

Jasper   grinned   impishly.   “Oh,   really?   This   one?”   He   picked   it   up.   I   smiled   at   him.   I   liked   it  
when   he   was   in   a   playful   mood.   “Actually,   it’s   one   of   my   favorite   books.”  
 

“Oh,   you’ve   read   it?   Yeah,   I   heard   she   self-published   first.”   She   nodded   thoughtfully.  
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“Yeah.   I’m   probably   her   biggest   fan.   I   was   trying   to   get   her   to   sign   my   copy   this   morning,  
but   she   was   a   real   pain   in   the   ass   about   it   for   some   reason,”   he   joked,   looking   directly   at   me.  
 

Snorting,   I   stuck   my   tongue   out   at   him.   “You   told   me   I   could   put   whatever   I   wanted!”  
 

The   woman   looked   at   me   in   confusion,   slowly   smiling.   “Wait,   are   you   the   author?”   I  
nodded,   grinning   at   her.   “No   shit!   Can   you   sign   my   copy?”  
 

I   laughed   awkwardly.   “Sure.”  
 

“Awesome!   I   got   to   run   to   the   break   room   to   get   it.   Why   don’t   you   wait   in   the   café   and   I’ll  
get   you   a   drink?”  
 

“Okay!   Cool,”   I   answered.   She   hurried   to   go   fetch   it.  
 

My   boyfriend   started   towards   the   cashier   with   the   book.   He   picked   up   one   of   the   many  
pens   they   sold   up   at   the   front.   I   didn’t   even   bother   to   ask   what   he   was   doing.   When   he   finished,  
he   took   my   hand   and   walked   with   me   to   the   coffee   shop.  
 

“You   have   to   sign   mine   first,”   he   whispered   in   my   ear.   I   had   been   too   feisty   earlier   in   the  
day.  
 

I   sat   down   and   took   the   bag   from   him   with   a   roll   of   my   eyes.   Biting   my   lip,   I   relaxed   away  
so   he   couldn’t   see   what   I   was   scribbling.   He   smirked.  
 

Tapping   it   against   my   lips   for   a   moment,   I   held   his   gaze   before   I   started   writing.   “To   my  
love,   best   friend,   and   future,   I   adore   you   with   all   of   my   soul.   Finding   you   has   been   the   greatest  
joy   of   my   life.   I   can’t   wait   to   spend   seventy   more   birthdays   with   you.   You   inspire   me   in   every  
way.   I   love   you.  
 

Your   Isabella.”  
 

Just   as   I   finished,   the   woman   came   skidding   over   with   her   copy.   There   were   two   other  
employees   with   her.   One   of   them   definitely   had   their   cell   phone   out   to   double-check   to   see   if   it  
was   really   me.   His   eyes   got   wider.  
 

“So,   I   need   you   to   know   that   this   is   my   very   first   for   real   autograph.   He   doesn’t   count,”   I  
teased,   winking   at   him.   I   passed   Jasper   back   his   book.   “What   should   I   write?   Just   sign   my  
name?”  
 

“That   works!”   She   answered.   “Do   you   mind   doing   theirs   as   well?”  
 

“Of   course   not.”  
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As   I   signed,   he   opened   his   to   see   what   message   I   wrote.   I   think   he   was   expecting   it   to  

be   dirty.   Slowly   he   licked   his   lips,   reading   over   the   words   more   than   once.   When   I   finished,   I   met  
his   eyes   again.  
 

“Oh,   my   god!   This   is   dope!   What   can   I   get   you   and   your   husband   to   drink?   On   the  
house!”   The   woman   swiftly   stated,   almost   bouncing   in   place   with   her   excitement.   The   other   two  
employees   went   back   to   work.  
 

“You   know,   I’d   love   a   small   mocha   frappé.”  
 

She   pointed   at   him.   My   boyfriend   put   his   hand   up.   “No,   thanks.”   When   she   left   to   get  
that,   he   leaned   down   to   kiss   me   thoroughly   on   the   mouth   with   his   fingers   on   the   back   of   my  
head.   Jasper   brought   his   lips   up   to   my   ear   to   whisper.   “Thank   you   for   signing   my   book,  
Goddess.   I   will   cherish   it   always.”  
 
 

 
 
 

Chapter   Thirty-two:   Getting   to   the   Point  
 

We   filled   the   weekend   with   sex,   good   food,   and   rest.   It   was   exactly   what   I   needed.  
Jasper   took   care   of   me   at   every   point.   I   couldn’t   sleep   Sunday   night,   though.   I   kept   tossing   and  
turning   in   bed.   He   was   on   his   side,   gently   petting   my   hair.  
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When   our   alarm   went   off,   he   turned   it   off   wordlessly.   I   sighed,   sitting   up   slowly.   Sweetly,  

he   rubbed   my   back.   Without   being   asked,   he   went   into   the   kitchen   and   made   some   coffee   and  
bacon.  
 

I   got   up   to   help   him,   getting   some   eggs.   Jasper   sliced   fresh   tomato   and   avocado,   putting  
it   on   our   plates.   He   knew   I   liked   mine   with   salt,   so   he   sprinkled   it   across   the   top   before   licking  
his   fingers.  
 

He   caught   me   smiling   at   him.   “What?”   He   asked   as   he   licked   his   thumb.  
 

“The   only   thing   that   has   kept   me   sane   this   week   has   been   you.”  
 

“It   has   been   crazy,”   he   mumbled.   “Hopefully,   things   calm   down   a   little   once   the   trial   is  
over.”   I   nodded,   stirring   the   scrambled   eggs   around   in   the   pan.   He   came   to   stand   behind   me,   his  
hands   on   my   hips.   “You   know   what   I’m   looking   forward   to   the   most   when   this   is   finished?”  
 

“What?”   I   questioned   lightly   since   he   was   trying   to   distract   me.   I   wanted   to   be   so   bad.  
 

“Our   first   night   in   our   place.   We’ll   make   love   until   we   can’t   keep   our   eyes   open,   and   we’ll  
sleep   in.   When   we   wake   up,   we’ll   make   breakfast   together   in   our   kitchen.   Just   like   now.   And   it’ll  
be   perfect.   But   the   best   part   is   it’ll   be   the   first   of   thousands   more.”  
 

I   glanced   over   my   shoulder   at   him.   “That   is   the   best   part.   I   guess   it   is   a   good   thing   we  
got   more   bedrooms.   We   might   need   it   if   you   want   a   kid   or   two.   I   wonder   if   they’d   be   blond   like  
you,”   I   mused.   I   snorted   as   I   turned   off   the   heat.   “We   definitely   need   to   make   sure   not   to   have  
any   of   these   conversations   while   around   anyone   in   your   family.”  
 

“My   mother   can   probably   sense   it.”   He   lifted   his   chin   and   dramatically   sniffed.   “One   of  
my   offspring   is   talking   about   procreating.”  
 

“She’s   stockpiling   onesies   and   keeping   them   with   all   the   monogrammed   napkins   she’s  
bought   for   our   wedding,”   I   joked.   He   laughed   softly,   shaking   his   head.  
 

“Aw,   she   will   be   so   disappointed,”   he   breathed   before   pressing   his   lips   to   my   cheek.  
 

There   was   so   much   press   outside   the   courthouse.   It   was   insane.   They   shouted   at   us  
from   the   garage   entrance.   Royce’s   groupies   were   out   in   force,   too,   and   they   didn’t   like   me.   I   was  
grateful   that   they   had   to   stay   so   far   back.   They   had   posted   extra   security   because   of   it.   Once  
again,   Sam   blocked   me   from   view   as   he   walked   with   us.   He   purposely   waited   until   we   arrived.  
 

“Hey,   gorgeous!”   He   winked   at   me.   “So,   will   you   sign   my   copy   later?”  
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“I’d   love   to.   Thanks   for   the   balloons,”   I   replied   bashfully.   They   were   still   floating   around  
the   apartment.  
 

“Thirty   dollars   was   worth   it   to   see   his   annoyed   mug.”  
 

Jasper   opened   the   courtroom   doors.   “I   was   pissed   about   being   awake,   not   about   them.  
I’d   been   irritated   no   matter   what   you   bought.   But   the   idea   of   you   walking   down   the   street   with   all  
of   them   like   a   clown   is   entertaining.”  
 

I   smirked   at   their   playfulness.   I   realized   this   was   what   they   did   when   they   were   anxious.  
It   was   why   they   made   jokes   when   Jasper   was   injured   all   those   months   ago.   They   understood   I  
was   and   were   trying   to   make   me   feel   better.  
 

Mrs.   Stanley   was   waiting   for   us.   As   soon   as   we   walked   in,   she   came   directly   towards   us.  
Her   expression   was   serious.   “Good   morning.   How   are   you   feeling?   How’s   your   arm?”  
 

“Fine,”   I   breathed.   I   pulled   up   the   sleeve   of   my   dress   to   reveal   the   bruises.   They   were  
dark   purple   and   black,   his   fingerprints   left   on   my   skin.   My   palm   was   spotty,   too.   She   hissed  
through   her   teeth.   “It’s   just   a   little   sore.   I’ve   had   worse.”  
 

“I   want   you   to   know   we   will   seek   to   press   additional   charges.   That   was   beyond   assault  
and   witness   intimidation   at   its   worst.”  
 

I   squared   my   shoulders.   “Well,   it   didn’t   work,   and   I   don’t   know   why   he   would   try   to   rattle  
me,   anyway.   I   don’t   know   anything   interesting.   I’m   not   that   important   in   the   grand   scheme   of  
things.”  
 

“He   seems   to   think   so,”   the   lawyer   said   with   a   slight   smirk.  
 

“It’s   because   she’s   getting   so   much   attention,”   Ms.   Rachelle   added   as   she   came   to   stand  
beside   her   with   an   armful   of   folders.   Her   boss   nodded   in   agreement.   “Don’t   worry.   This   will   be  
quick,   and   you   won’t   have   to   come   anymore   if   you   don’t   want   to.”   
 

“No.   I   want   to   be   here   for   Jasper.   I’ll   be   fine,”   I   promised.   “He   doesn’t   scare   me.”  
 

We   sat   down   in   the   audience   to   wait   for   it   to   begin.   Mrs.   Tanner   touched   my   shoulder   as  
she   walked   by,   smiling   at   me   reassuringly   before   taking   her   regular   spot.  
 

When   King   emerged   from   the   side   door,   he   was   in   full   shackles.   They   clanged   noisily   as  
he   ambled   forward,   his   feet   shuffling   from   the   weight.   A   guard   held   him.   He   plopped   down   in   his  
chair.  
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“I’d   like   to   call   Ms.   Isabella   Swan   to   the   stand,”   Mrs.   Stanley   stated   firmly   when   it   was  
time.  
 

Once   again,   I   stood   to   walk   to   the   witness   stand.   The   bailiff   came   to   open   the   gate   for  
me.   I   didn’t   look   at   Royce,   keeping   my   chin   up   as   I   walked   proudly.   The   guard   brought   a   bible  
for   me   to   lay   my   hand   on.   “Do   you   swear   to   tell   the   truth,   the   whole   truth,   and   nothing   but   the  
truth,   or   so   help   you   God?”  
 

“Yes,”   I   breathed   before   swallowing.   I   sat   down   with   my   hands   in   my   lap.  
 

“Good   morning,   Ms.   Swan.   Thank   you   for   being   here   today,”   she   started   reassuringly.  
“So,   I’d   like   to   ask   about   your   involvement   in   this   case.   I   have   to   admit,   this   is   new   for   me.   How  
did   you   come   to   learn   about   it?”  
 

For   two   hours,   I   answered   all   of   her   questions   as   honestly   as   I   could.   It   was   admittedly  
more   boring   than   the   jury   was   expecting.   When   you   hear   ‘writer’   and   ‘murderer’   you   think   more  
‘Murder   She   Wrote’   and   less   ‘nerd   in   underwear   thinking   up   conspiracy   theories.’  
 

“Your   witness,”   she   finished,   pointing   to   the   defense’s   side.  
 

The   main   one,   Mr.   Jenks,   got   up.   He   was   a   fat   man   with   greasy   black   hair.   “Ms.   Swan,”  
he   spoke   in   a   booming   voice.   “Good   morning.   I   guess   congratulations   are   in   order.”   I   said  
nothing   in   return.   Jasper   told   me   not   to   talk   unless   they   gave   me   a   question.   “Did   you  
purposefully   plan   the   release   of   your   novel   to   coincide   with   this   masquerade   of   a   trial   to   boost  
your   book   sales?”  
 

I   opened   my   mouth   angrily,   but   both   Mr.   Crowley   and   Mrs.   Stanley   stood   up   to   shout  
‘objection’   at   the   same   time.  
 

“Your   honor,   what   does   this   have   to   do   with   anything?”   The   lead   prosecutor   questioned  
in   annoyance.  
 

Judge   Clearwater   grumbled.   “I   agree.   Is   there   a   point,   or   are   you   continuing   to   harass   a  
witness   your   client   has   already   attacked?”  
 

“It   does,   your   honor,”   he   replied,   steepling   his   fingers.   “But   we’ll   move   on.   Ms.   Swan,   as  
stated   before,   you   are   a   writer,   correct?”  
 

“Yes,   sir.”  
 

“And   what   sort   of   writer   are   you?”  
 

“I’m   a   novelist,”   I   explained.   Jasper   said   to   keep   everything   as   short   as   possible.  
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“What   type   of   stories   do   you   write,   Ms.   Swan?”   He   continued.   I   wasn’t   sure   where   he  

was   going   with   this,   and   I   wasn’t   sure   I   wanted   to   know   either.   I   was   convinced   that   everyone  
knew   who   I   was   at   that   point.  
 

“Everything   from   adult   romance   to   teen   and   children’s   novels.”  
 

He   nodded   his   head   gravely.   “And   would   you   say   that   some   of   your   stories   are   violent   or  
graphic   in   nature?”  
 

“Yes,”   I   drawled.   My   eyes   met   Jasper’s   in   the   audience.   He   didn’t   look   happy   either.  
 

“In   what   way?”  
 

“I   have   a   lot   of   work.   There   are   many   that   have   violent   content.   Murder,   gore,   horror  
elements.   All   common   fictional   tropes.”  
 

He   looked   at   his   notes.   “And   some   of   these   violent   tales   are   sexual,   aren’t   they?”  
 

“Objection!”   The   councilors   called   again.   “This   has   nothing   to   do   with   the   case.”  
 

“I’m   getting   to   the   point,”   he   argued   back.  
 

The   judge   pointed   the   gavel   at   him.   “You   better   get   to   it   quickly   because   I   am   losing   my  
patience   already,   Mr.   Jenks.”   He   looked   at   me.   “If   you   could,   Ms.   Swan.”  
 

“I   have   written   some   stories   with   a   more   aggressive   sexual   element.   I   don’t   know   if   I’d  
call   it   violent.”  
 

He   inclined   his   head   to   the   side.   “Several   of   your   books   involve   elements   of   ‘BDSM’,   a  
term   that   has   been   brought   up   many   times   during   this   trial.   Particularly   by   your   romantic   partner,  
Dr.   Hale.   These   novels   contain   women   tied   up   and   beaten   for   the   sexual   pleasure   of   a   powerful  
male   figure.   You   published   these   under   the   name   Marie   Bell.   Is   this   correct?”  
 

I   blinked.   “Yes.”  
 

The   jury   was   leaning   in   to   hear   what   he   would   ask   next.   I   couldn’t   fathom   where   he   was  
going.   I   could   see   Mrs.   Stanley   already   gearing   up   to   storm   the   bench.  
 

“Ms.   Swan,   did   you,   with   the   help   of   your   boyfriend,   Dr.   Jasper   Hale,   create   this   fable  
that   has   us   here   today?”  
 

“What?”   I   almost   laughingly   said.  
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“Did   you,   with   the   aid   of   Special   Agent   Hale,   make   up   this   tale   about   my   innocent  

client?”  
 

“OBJECTION!”   the   prosecutors   shouted   again.   It   was   all   three   of   them   this   time.  
 

He   turned   to   look   at   the   table,   his   back   to   me.   “I   think   it’s   more   than   reasonable   to   ask.  
Ms.   Swan   has   been   putting   out   novels   with   very   similar-”  
 

I   laughed.   I   couldn’t   help   it.   “Are   you   kidding   me?”   I   shook   my   head.   “Your   client   was  
caught   red-handed   torturing   two   young   women   who   are   watching   this   from   their   home   where  
they’re   still   recovering.   You   dishonor   them   and   their   experiences   for   even   suggesting   it.”  
 

“Ms.   Swan-”   He   tried   to   talk   over   me,   but   I   wouldn’t   allow   it.  
 

“No.   All   I   did   was   express   that   someone   gave   me   a   bad   feeling,   and   Dr.   Hale   made   the  
connection.   In   the   process,   he   saved   those   girls   and   almost   lost   his   life.   Every   day   he   will   live  
with   the   pain   and   memories   of   that   night.   An   evening   witnessed   by   many   people.   How   dare   you  
even   suggest   such   a   thing!   You’re   trying   to   slut-shame   me   because   you   literally   have   nothing  
else   to   go   on.   They’re   romance   novels.   Fantasy.   Grow   up.   You   are   grasping   at   straws,   and   it’s  
pathetic,”   I   finished   in   an   angry   huff.  
 

Mr.   Jenks   stared   at   me   in   surprise,   his   mouth   hanging   open.   He   must   have   thought   I  
would   be   a   pushover.  
 

Judge   Clearwater   chuckled.   “I   agree.   It   is.   I   won’t   allow   you   to   badger   the   witness.  
Unless   you   have   some   proof   of   your   theory,   I   suggest   you   drop   this   line   of   questioning   right  
now.”  
 

He   looked   at   the   judge   then   at   me   before   glancing   at   the   jury.   They   were   not   on   his   side.  
He   was   hoping   to   create   doubt.   All   he   did   was   make   a   fool   of   himself.   He   straightened   his   back.  
“I   have   no   further   questions.”  
 

With   my   head   held   high,   I   walked   to   Jasper.   Once   again,   I   didn’t   look   at   Royce.   The  
bailiff   opened   the   gates   standing   between   him   and   me.   When   I   sat   down,   my   boyfriend   instantly  
took   my   hand   in   his.   He   made   his   eyes   wide.  
 

“Your   honor,   I’d   like   to   take   a   short   recess   to   gather   notes   before   we   call   our   next  
witness,”   Mrs.   Stanley   said   with   a   bit   of   a   sigh.  
 

The   judge   looked   at   his   watch.   “Sounds   like   a   good   idea.   We’ll   take   two   hours   for   lunch.  
One   o’clock?”   He   glanced   at   her   to   see   if   that   was   enough   time.   She   nodded   her   head,   glaring  
at   the   defense   with   a   frown.   He   smacked   his   gavel.  
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“What   was   that?”   Sam   whispered   from   behind   us.   “What   the   hell   was   he   thinking?”  

 
“He   was   trying   to   create   even   a   trace   amount   of   doubt.   Mrs.   Stanley   knew   they   would   go  

after   her   like   this,   so   they   called   her   in   the   middle.   So,   she   could   bury   them   in   facts,”   Jasper  
muttered   under   his   breath   in   return,   watching   as   the   room   started   to   clear.  
 

“Bella   made   one   of   the   baddest   criminal   defense   lawyers   in   all   of   New   York   her   bitch,”  
Sam   chuckled.   “Do   you   know   how   hard   it   is   to   get   a   prick   like   him   to   tuck   tail   like   that?   Damn,  
you   put   him   down   like   a   dog.”  
 

Shaking   my   head,   I   stood   as   I   picked   up   my   purse.   “I   couldn’t   let   him   sully   Jasper’s   good  
name.   I   don’t   care   if   he   wants   to   talk   shit   about   my   dirty   books,   but   I’ll   be   damned   if   he’ll   try   to  
make   my   man   look   bad   for   even   a   second.   That   was   bullshit.”   I   took   a   deep   breath   and   frowned  
as   I   looked   at   Jasper.   “Can   we   go   have   some   cheese   fries?   Can   we   skip   the   rest   of   the   day?”  
 

He   nodded.   “I   don’t   think   it’ll   be   a   problem   if   we   take   the   day   off,   no.   I’ll   text   Mrs.   Stanley  
to   let   her   know.”   He   stood   and   offered   me   his   hand.   “I’ll   get   you   whatever   you   want,   darlin.”  
 

“I   might   do   some   day-drinking,”   I   warned   him   as   I   took   it.  
 

“I   kind   of   figured.   I   might   join   you,”   he   mumbled   teasingly.  
 

There   weren’t   many   people   at   the   bar   at   noon   on   a   Monday.   I   was   grateful.   It   was   quiet.   I  
ordered   a   tall   draft   beer   and   a   basket   of   fries   with   extra   cheese   as   soon   as   we   sat   down.  
 

Jasper   rubbed   my   shoulder.   “It’s   over.   We’ll   eat.   Then   go   home   and   take   a   nap.”   I  
nodded   my   head,   smiling   at   him   weakly.   “You   were   incredible   up   there.”  
 

“I   guess   that   cat   is   out   of   the   bag,   though.”   I   frowned   as   I   took   a   sip   of   my   drink.   “Ugh,  
your   mother   will   know   about   all   my   books.   This   is   awful.”  
 

My   boyfriend   shifted   uncomfortably   in   his   seat.   “I   warned   her   already.”  
 

“What   did   you   tell   her?”   I   choked   out.  
 

He   licked   his   lips   as   he   looked   down   at   the   table.   “That   they   will   bring   up   information  
about   our   private   lives   to   smear   our   reputation.”  
 

“Did   you   word   it   like   that?”   He   nodded.   I   bit   my   lip   as   I   looked   away.   “I’m   sure   she   didn’t  
let   you   just   say   that.”  
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“No,”   he   chuckled   darkly.   “I   had   to   explain   a   little   more   than   that.   I   didn’t   have   to   say  
much.   All   I   had   to   mention   was   ‘BDSM,’   and   she   laughed   and   said   ‘Oh,   I   read   Fifty   Shades!’”   He  
copied   his   mother’s   tone,   making   me   giggle.   He   flushed,   shaking   his   head.   “She   told   me   it   was  
nothing   to   be   ashamed   of.   Then   asked   if   she’d   like   those   novels.   I   almost   hung   up   on   her.”  
 

“Oh,   no!”   I   gasped,   covering   my   face   with   my   hands.   “That’s-   no!   Please!   I   don’t   want   my  
mother-in-law   to   read   my   porn!”  
 

“Me   either!”   He   agreed.   “Especially   when   I   know   some   of   them   were   written   for   me,”   he  
continued   before   leaning   in   for   a   kiss.   I   smirked   against   his   mouth.  
 

My   phone   rang   in   my   purse,   and   I   groaned   loudly.   I   had   gotten   a   new   number   to   deal  
with   everyone   calling   me.   I   had   made   it   private   and   only   gave   it   to   a   few   people.   It   was   a  
secured   cell   that   Jasper   picked   out   for   me.   He   said   they   were   harder   to   hack   into.   He   just  
wanted   to   keep   me   safe   from   all   the   unwanted   attention.  
 

I   didn’t   recognize   the   number,   but   it   was   a   New   York   State   one.   “Hello?”  
 
“Hello,   Ms.   Swan.   This   is   Gerald   Jenks.   I’m   calling   on   behalf   of   my   client,   Mr.   King,”   the  

man   started   right   away.   I   sat   stunned,   silent   for   a   moment.   “Hello?”  
 

“Yes?”   I   finally   choked   out.   “What   do   you   want?”  
 

“Mr.   King   would   like   to   speak   to   you.”  
 

The   words   hung   in   the   air   for   a   second.   “Why?”  
 

“He’d   like   to   apologize.”  
 

I   laughed   bitterly.   “That’s   not   a   very   good   excuse.   It   wouldn’t   be   sincere,   and   I   wouldn’t  
accept   it.   He’d   have   to   give   me   a   better   reason   than   that.”  
 

“He   also   said   he   would   like   to   help   answer   some   questions   you   might   have   about  
another   case   you’re   interested   in.”   
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Chapter   Thirty-three:   In   Prison  
 

 
“No!   No!   You   can’t   do   this,”   Jasper   argued   with   me   outside   the   bar   in   the   middle   of   the  

afternoon.   He   had   taken   off   his   jacket,   and   his   sleeves   were   rolled   up.   Pacing   around,   he   kept  
shaking   his   head.   “It’s   insane,   Bella.   He   won’t   tell   you   anything.   You   can’t   honestly   think   he   will!”  
 

“I   don’t   know   that   for   sure.   If   he’s   willing   to-”  
 

He   put   both   of   his   hands   onto   my   shoulders.   “He’s   going   to   fuck   with   your   head.   That’s   it.  
That’s   what   he   does.   If   he   can’t   control   someone,   he   fucks   with   them   then   kills   them.”  
 

“I’m   not   stupid.   I   know   that!”   I   declared   with   a   little   stomp.   We   had   already   been   fighting  
for   fifteen   minutes,   and   we   were   going   around   in   circles.  
 

“Then   what’s   the   point?”   He   demanded,   holding   his   hands   out   in   front   of   him.   “Why   allow  
him   the   satisfaction   of   giving   him   what   he   wants?   Why   let   him   have   any   power?”  
 

Spinning   around,   I   crossed   my   arms   over   my   chest.   “I   just   want   to   look   him   in   the   face  
and   ask.   I   want   to   stare   into   his   eyes   and   see   for   myself.”   I   couldn’t   explain   it   more   than   that.  
The   possibility   was   too   tempting.   Normally,   I   learned   through   reading   alone.   I   rarely   got   to   go   out  
and   ask   the   questions   to   myself.   If   Jasper   could   do   it,   so   could   I.   I   was   smart   enough   to   go   up  
against   King.  
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“He   won’t   tell   you   anything,”   he   repeated,   bending   down   to   look   into   my   eyes   as   he  
followed   me.   “Darlin,   I   can’t   let   you   do   this.”  
 

I   scoffed.   “You   can’t   stop   me.”  
 

He   grunted   at   my   words,   straightening   his   back.   Pinching   his   nose,   he   shook   his   head.  
“You’re   right.   I   can’t.   But   you-   I-”   he   stuttered.   “Let   me   protect   you.   Listen   to   me!”   He   concluded  
desperately.   He   shook   his   head   again.   
 

“We’ll   be   surrounded   by   guards.   He   won’t   be   able   to   hurt   me.”  
 

“He   did   on   Friday,”   he   swiftly   countered.   Jasper   pushed   the   sleeve   of   my   dress   up   my  
arm.   “That   fucker   did   that   to   you   in   a   second.   What   could   he   do   with   thirty?   Or   a   full   minute?   I  
can’t   let   you   sit   down   with   him,   especially   alone.”  
 

I   never   said   I   had   to   do   it   solo.  
 

“Then   come   with   me.   Punch   him   in   the   face   if   he   tries   anything.   If   you   do,   it’ll   be   super  
hot,”   I   responded,   shrugging   my   shoulders.   
 

Jasper   stopped,   blinking   at   me   for   a   second.   Sighing,   he   looked   up   towards   the   baby  
blue   cloudless   sky.   He   just   kept   shaking   his   head   like   he   needed   the   idea   out   of   it.   “It   won’t   be  
worth   it.   You   won’t   get   whatever   you   think   you   will   out   of   this.   You   have   to   know   that.”  
 

Once   again,   I   shrugged.   “I’ll   only   find   out   for   certain   if   I   talk   to   him.”  
 

“I   hate   this   so   goddamn   much,”   he   finally   gave   in.   Pulling   the   keys   from   his   pocket,   he  
stomped   toward   the   car   door.   “If   he   touches   you   again,   I’ll   smash   his   head   against   the   table   until  
he   stops   moving.   I   will   kill   him.”  
 

“Seems   fair,”   I   responded,   walking   past   him.   He   pushed   me   against   it   angrily,   his   hand  
wrapped   around   my   forearm.   “I   need   to   do   this.   He   doesn’t   scare   me.”  
 

“Yes,   he   does,   and   he   should,”   he   growled.  
 

“You’re   scarier   than   him,   and   I   have   you   to   protect   me.   I   don’t   have   to   be   afraid,”   I  
promised   as   I   peered   in   his   fluid   eyes.   They   were   almost   the   same   color   as   the   sky   in   the   light.  
There   was   so   much   passion   in   them.   I   ran   my   hands   up   his   chest   slowly.   I   liked   it   when   he   was  
protective   of   me.   “Kiss   me,   please.”  
 

He   did   so   fearsomely,   his   whole   body   pressing   me   against   the   car   door.   His   fingers  
twisted   in   my   hair,   holding   me   tightly   in   place.   I   held   onto   the   lapels   of   his   jacket   as   I   moaned  
against   his   mouth,   wanting   more   of   his   frustration.   
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“Let’s   get   this   over   with,”   he   grunted   when   he   finally   pulled   away   from   me.  

 
The   drive   over   to   the   courthouse   was   silent.   King   was   being   detained   in   the   little   jail  

there   during   the   week   before   being   transported   back   to   the   prison   for   the   weekends.   Jasper  
showed   his   badge   the   entire   way,   walking   me   down   to   the   area   where   we   would   meet   him.  
Everyone   knew   who   he   was.   They   had   been   talking   about   the   trial   and   us   for   weeks.  
 

His   lawyer,   Mr.   Jenks,   was   waiting   for   us   outside   the   room.   Frowning,   he   was   reading  
something   on   his   phone.   He   put   it   away   with   a   sigh.   “I   want   you   to   know   that   I   advised   him  
against   this,”   he   greeted   us.  
 

“I’m   sure   you   did,”   Jasper   smirked.   “Do   you   not   have   any   control   over   your   client?”  
 

“No,”   he   mumbled   before   opening   the   door.  
 

There   were   four   guards   in   the   large   room   already   waiting   for   us.   They   were   standing  
beside   an   exit   on   the   other   side,   their   arms   crossed   over   their   chests.   There   was   only   a   table  
with   two   chairs   around   it.   The   space   was   concrete   and   steel   gray,   and   the   walls   were   off   white.  
King   smiled   when   he   saw   me   come   in   after   his   attorney.  
 

“Hello,   Bella!”   He   brightly   sang   my   name.   “I   knew   you’d   come!”   He   laughed,   holding   his  
manacled   hands   in   the   air.   It   was   like   I   surprised   him   for   lunch.   “You   said   she   wouldn’t,   but   once  
again,   you’re   wrong,”   he   fussed   to   Mr.   Jenks   as   he   wagged   his   fingers.   It   made   his   chains   rattle.  
He   paused   when   he   saw   Jasper.   “No!   Not   you.   Only   her.   I   don’t   want   to   talk   to   you.”  
 

“Like   hell,”   my   man   began,   but   I   put   my   hand   on   his.  
 

“It’s   okay,”   I   whispered.  
 

“The   only   reason   I   agreed   to   this   is   me   being   here.”  
 

I   frowned,   turning   to   look   at   him.   “I   know.”  
 

“Don’t   worry,   doctor,”   the   monster   grinned.   “She’ll   be   perfectly   fine.”  
 

I   glanced   over   my   shoulder.   “I   know   you’re   smart   enough   to   realize   you’re   not   helping.   If  
you’d   like   to   talk   to   me,   I’d   suggest   shutting   the   fuck   up.”   Royce   sat   up   in   his   chair   a   little   more,  
smiling.   He   waved   his   hand   in   front   of   him,   allowing   me   to   continue.   “Wait   by   the   door,   okay?   If  
he   touches   me,   you’ll   be   less   than   twenty   feet   away.   It’ll   give   me   time   to   get   my   punch   in   before  
you   finish   him.”   I   breathed   the   last   words   so   only   he   could   hear   them.  
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“Fine,”   he   sighed,   marching   to   stand   beside   it   with   his   arms   crossed   over   his   chest   like  
one   of   the   guards.   It   was   probably   a   good   thing   he   didn’t   have   his   gun   on   him   right   then.  
Jasper’s   anger   was   palpable   even   from   yards   away.  
 

Coming   to   sit,   I   stared   the   villain   in   the   eye.   “That’s   the   best   you‘ll   get.   So,   what   do   you  
really   want?”  
 

He   glared   at   Jasper   for   a   long   awkward   minute   before   looking   at   me.   Royce   turned   his  
snake-like   grin   on.   “Well,   I   wish   to   start   by   truly   apologizing.   First,   for   my   behavior   on   Friday   and  
then   for   my   council’s   crude   treatment   of   you   today.   I   didn’t   want   them   to   do   that,   but   they   don’t  
listen   to   me,”   he   shouted   at   the   lawyer.   He   was   standing   behind   us,   just   watching.   It   was   like   he  
didn’t   want   to   be   next   to   him   either.   “Your   marvelously   kinky   stories   have   nothing   to   do   with   this.  
And   you’re   right,   they   are   grasping   at   straws.”  
 

“Then   why   not   plead   guilty   and   end   everyone’s   suffering?   Including   yours.”  
 

He   chuckled.   “Because   this   is   so   much   more   fun.   I’ll   spend   the   rest   of   my   life   in   prison.”  
He   shook   his   head,   bored   with   the   idea.   “Let’s   be   honest   here.   They   won’t   give   me   the   death  
penalty,   not   even   if   they   want   to.   They’ll   want   to   study   my   brain   for   a   few   decades,   at   least.   And  
there   will   always   be   more   skeletons   in   the   closet,”   he   concluded   with   a   snicker.   “So,   I   got   to  
entertain   myself.”  
 

“Like   Bree’s?   Will   you   ever   tell   us   what   you   did   with   her   remains?”  
 

“Would   you   sign   my   book   while   you’re   here?”   He   changed   the   subject,   smiling   at   me   as  
he   shifted   in   his   seat.   “It   really   is   so   good.   It’s   almost   inspiring.”   He   winked   at   me.   “I   can’t   wait   for  
the   next   one.”  
 

I   grinned   back.   I   could   play   his   game   if   that’s   what   he   wanted.   “I’ll   sign   it   if   you   tell   me  
what   you   did   with   Bree   Tanner.   I’ll   send   you   a   personalized   copy   of   all   my   future   books   if   you  
do,”   I   offered.   “As   you   said,   you’ll   be   in   prison   for   the   rest   of   your   life.   There   is   no   reason   to   keep  
it   to   yourself.”  
 

“I   didn’t   do   anything   to   her.”   He   was   lying.   That   much   was   obvious.   His   nose   wrinkled  
when   he   delivered   the   line.  
 

“Where’s   her   body,   Royce?”   I   spoke   in   a   flirtatious   voice.   Inclining   forward,   I   put   my  
elbows   on   the   table.   “Come   on!   Think   about   how   much   chaos   you   would   cause   if   you   told   me  
right   now.   You’d   love   it.   It   would   probably   throw   this   whole   thing   into   a   tailspin.”  
 

Laughing   loudly   again,   he   leaned   forward.   His   shackles   clanged   against   the   tabletop,   the  
metal-on-metal   sound   echoing   throughout   the   hollow   space.   “Oh,   I   like   the   way   you   think.   Hey,  
Doc!   She’d   be   a   great   interrogator!”   He   shouted   at   Jasper   from   across   the   room.   “People  
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assume   you   get   what   you   want   by   threatening   them,   but   that’s   not   it   at   all.   You   give   them   what  
they   crave   most,”   he   continued   to   his   lawyer   almost   conversationally.  
 

“And   what   you   crave   is   chaos,”   I   concluded.  
 

“Obviously.”   His   smile   was   genuine.   He   liked   that   I   understood   this   part   of   him.  
 

“If   you   create   it,   you   control   it.”  
 

His   grin   grew   wider.   “Exactly.   You’re   as   smart   as   you   are   sexy.   You’re   not   my   usual   type,  
but   I   bet   you’re   a   lot   of   fun.   Am   I   right,   Dr.   Hale?”   I   had   no   doubt   he   reacted   with   annoyance  
because   it   made   King   laugh.   “Clearly,   if   you’re   this   protective   of   her.   I’d   want   to   hide   away  
something   so   sweet,   too.”   He   looked   over   me   again   as   if   I   was   delicious.   “I   always   kept   my  
favorites   longer.   I   would   have   fun   with   you   for   months.”  
 

“Did   you   murder   Bree?”   I   questioned   him   directly,   ignoring   everything   he   just   said.  
 

It   faded   away   from   his   face.   He   leaned   in   as   far   as   he   could   and   stared   me   straight   in   the  
eye.   “No.   I   did   not   kill   Bree   Tanner.”   He   was   silent   for   a   long   moment.   He   never   flinched   or  
wavered.   Then   his   expression   became   slightly   cruel.   “But   I’d   love   to   hear   her   mother’s   screams  
when   they   find   her.”   I   got   up   without   another   word.   He   sat   back,   his   eyes   narrowing   on   me.  
“Where   are   you   going?”  
 

“I   believe   you,”   I   told   him,   walking   toward   Jasper.   “So,   we   have   nothing   else   to   discuss.  
You’ve   apologized.   I   don’t   accept   it   for   the   record.   And   you   have,   surprisingly,   been   helpful  
answering   questions   I   have   with   another   case   I   am   interested   in.”   I   shrugged   my   shoulders   at  
him,   raising   my   hands   up   as   I   did.   “We’re   done.”  
 

“You   believe   me?”   he   said   in   shock.   He   stood   up   from   his   chair,   and   the   guards   took   a  
few   steps   forward.   I   didn’t   even   glance   behind   me.   I   just   heard   the   scooting   of   the   metal   on  
concrete,   his   shackles   shifting   on   the   floor.   “Look   at   me!”   he   roared   at   my   back.  
 

“Why   do   you   think   I’d   give   you   what   you   want?”   I   replied   as   I   reached   for   my   man’s  
hand.   I   turned   to   look   at   the   lawyer   who   was   hurrying   behind   me.   “I   won’t   be   seeing   your   client  
again,   so   lose   my   number.”  
 

He   seemed   shocked,   his   eyes   wide.   “Yes,   ma’am.”  
 

I   could   hear   Royce   screaming   the   entire   walk   down   the   hall.   When   the   double   doors   to  
the   main   part   of   the   courthouse   closed,   it   muffled   the   sound.  
 

Jasper   and   I   said   nothing   to   each   other   until   we   got   back   to   the   car.   He   sat   with   the   keys  
in   his   hand,   staring   straight   ahead   at   the   gray   concrete   wall.   
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“I   don’t   think   he   killed   her,”   I   remarked   softly.  

 
Sighing,   he   shut   his   eyes   tightly.   “I   suspect   you’re   right,   actually.”   I   turned   in   my   seat.  

“The   files   are   sketchy,   but   things   don’t   line   up   with   her   disappearance.   It   doesn’t   mean   he   didn’t  
have   an   accomplice.”  
 

“Have   you   found   any   evidence   of   that?”   He   shook   his   head   in   answer.   “What   if   it   was   a  
copycat   or   just   a   fluke?”  
 

“It   wasn’t   a   coincidence,   no   matter   what.   They   targeted   her   because   of   what   she   went  
through.   And   she   sure   as   fuck   didn’t   run   away.”  
 

I   wrapped   my   arms   around   my   torso   as   a   chill   ran   down   my   spine.   “They   finished   what  
he   started.”  
 

Putting   his   hands   on   the   steering   wheel,   he   squeezed   the   leather   tightly.   “Bella,   darlin,   I  
know   you   want   to   help   that   poor   woman,   but   I’m   not   confident   we’ll   ever   find   out   what   happened  
to   her.   I   hate   that   and   trust   me   when   I   say   I’ve   lost   sleep   over   it,   but   sometimes   there   isn’t   a   lot  
you   can   do.   There   just   isn’t   enough   to   go   on.”  
 

“I   bet   there   was   before   King   and   his   lawyers   got   to   it,”   I   complained.   “All   of   his   stupid  
money.”  
 

“You’re   probably   right,   but   you   can’t   put   yourself   into   harm's   way   to   get   answers   again.”  
He   finally   twisted   in   his   seat   to   look   at   me.   “It   scared   the   hell   out   of   me.   Every   second   was  
torture.”  
 

“I   wasn’t.”  
 

Jasper   took   my   hand   from   my   lap.   His   were   so   big   they   wrapped   perfectly   around   mine.  
“Little   girl,   I   know   you’re   brave,   but   for   me.   Please.   My   heart   can’t   take   it.”  
 

I   pouted   a   bit.   “You   face   men   like   him   every   day-”  
 

“Yes,”   he   interrupted,   “so   beautiful   pure   souls   like   you   don’t   have   to   taint   themselves   with  
his   presence.”   Gingerly,   he   pushed   my   hair   out   of   my   eyes.  
 

Leaning   over,   I   pressed   a   kiss   to   his   cheek.   “I’m   fine,   and   I   got   something   out   of   it.   I   don’t  
know   what   to   do   with   the   information,   but-”   I   paused,   glancing   at   him   hopefully.   “Are   you   going  
to   keep   looking   for   her?”  
 

He   bumped   his   forehead   against   mine.   “Of   course.”  
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Smiling   at   his   words,   I   rubbed   my   nose   against   his.   “We’ll   try   to   figure   it   out   together.”  

 
 

 
 
 

Chapter   Thirty-four:   At   the   end   of   the  
Interview  

 
“Hello,   Bella!   Hi!   Good   morning!”   Eric   said   cheerfully   about   two   months   later.   He   had  

finally   convinced   me   to   sit   down   for   more   interviews.   The   trial   was   still   going   on,   and   I   used   that  
as   an   excuse,   especially   since   they   had   called   Jasper   back   to   the   stand   a   few   more   times,   but  
the   book   was   now   eight   weeks   at   number   one   and   almost   a   million   copies   sold.   Major   news  
organizations   flooded   me   with   requests.  
 

They   booked   me   to   spend   the   whole   day   on   television.   To   say   I   was   nervous   was   an  
understatement.   I   kept   trying   to   breathe,   but   it   wasn’t   working.   My   heart   pounded   against   my  
breast   relentlessly.  
 

“How   much   coffee   have   you   had   this   morning?”   I   questioned,   clutching   my   jacket   to   me.  
I   was   shivering.   It   was   mid-November,   and   New   York   was   much   colder   than   Texas.   I   was   hoping  
I   would   get   to   have   another   snow   day   with   Jasper   like   the   one   before   by   the   end   of   the   trial.   But  
I   didn’t   think   I   would   get   that   lucky,   though.  
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“Two…”   He   trailed   off   before   rocking   on   his   heels.   “Huge   ones.   They   were   buckets.   I’m  

sorry.”   He   grinned   at   me   apologetically.   “I   couldn’t   sleep.   I   will   be   annoying.”  
 

“Why   couldn’t   you?”   I   asked   worriedly.   He   opened   the   vehicle   door   for   me.   It   was   a  
beautiful,   sleek   town   car   with   a   driver.   Once   again,   Mr.   Yorkie   went   all   out   with   my   visit.   I  
admittedly   enjoyed   the   attention.   He   was   always   so   full   of   praise,   and   I   felt   better   about   myself  
after   talking   to   him.  
 

“I’m   just   so   excited   for   you!   This   is   the   biggest   thing   I’ve   ever   dealt   with.   It’s   so   cool.   I  
knew   it   would   be   a   hit!”   He   reached   over   and   squeezed   my   hand   once   he   was   in   the   car,   too.  
 

I   laughed   a   little.   “That’s   sweet.   I’m   terrified.”   
 

He   patted   my   knuckles   comfortingly.   “You’ll   do   great!”   He   promised.   Suddenly,   Mr.   Yorkie  
lifted   his   finger,   pulling   out   his   phone   with   his   other   hand.   “I   know   what   will   distract   you   from   that.  
I’ve   got   something   to   show   you.”   His   smile   was   huge.  
 

Leaning   over,   I   gazed   at   the   screen   as   he   pressed   several   buttons.   Then   he   showed   me  
a   picture   of   something   white   with   black   letters   and   numbers   on   it.   I   couldn’t   tell   exactly   what   it  
was   from   the   angle.   I   turned   my   head   to   the   side   to   read   it.   “What’s   that?”   I   asked,   squinting   my  
eyes.  
 

“Your   first   royalty   check.   It   came   through   yesterday,   and   they   should   post   it   to   your  
account   by   the   end   of   the   week.”   He   twisted   his   phone   so   I   could   look   at   it   better.   It   finally   came  
into   focus.   
 

It   was   just   over   two   million   dollars   after   taxes.  
 

Swaying   in   my   spot,   my   head   was   extremely   dizzy   from   all   the   blood   rushing   to   it.  
“Whoa.”  
 

Eric   put   his   hand   on   my   shoulder.   “Bella?   Are   you   okay?”   He   leaned   in   some.  
 

Swallowing,   I   tried   to   get   the   huge   lump   to   go   down.   My   nose   stung.   “It’s   so   much,”   I  
whimpered   eventually.  
 

“Well,   you’ve   sold   a   lot   of   books,”   he   chuckled   affectionately.   “And   it   looks   like   you’ll   be  
crossing   a   million   by   the   end   of   the   week!   This   is   just   the   beginning.   Oh,   I   still   have   to   get   you   a  
gift!”  
 

I   knew   it   was   coming   and   that   it   would   be   a   ton   of   cash,   but   nothing   prepared   me   for  
seeing   it   for   the   first   time.   My   hand   flew   to   my   mouth   as   I   tried   to   keep   my   tears   in,   but   it   was   too  
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strong.   It   overwhelmed   me   with   happiness   and   pride.   I   knew   I   could   take   care   of   myself   for   the  
rest   of   my   life,   and   Jasper,   too.   For   so   many   years,   I   felt   like   I   was   pretending   to   be   an   author.  
For   the   first   time,   I   genuinely   felt   like   it.  
 

There   were   so   many   things   I   could   do.   I   would   pay   all   of   my   credit   cards   and   student  
loans   off.   And   I   could   pay   off   the   townhouse,   so   we   would   always   have   a   place   to   live   no   matter  
what   happened   in   our   lives.   I   wasn’t   sure   how   Jasper   would   feel   about   that,   but   it   was   a  
wonderful   thought.  
 

Eric   wrapped   his   arm   around   me.   “Are   these   happy   tears?”   I   nodded   my   head   vigorously  
because   I   couldn’t   talk.   “Aw,   I   know.   I   cried   a   little   when   I   got   my   cut,   too.”   I   laughed   because   I  
knew   he   got   a   lot   being   my   agent,   more   than   I   did.   I   didn’t   mind,   though.   I   think   he   deserved   it  
for   everything   he   did   to   help   me.   He   planned   every   part   of   the   launch   perfectly,   and   I   couldn’t  
have   asked   for   a   better   friend   to   encourage   me.  
 

My   face   was   red   and   blotchy   when   we   got   to   the   hotel.   It   was   probably   puffy   and  
swollen,   too.   I   sniffled   the   entire   way.   Lauren,   the   same   stylist   from   before,   was   waiting   for   us.  
She   instantly   looked   angry   when   she   saw   me.  
 

“What   did   you   do   to   her?!”   she   snapped   at   Eric,   putting   her   arm   around   me   quickly.  
 

“Oh,   I’m-”   I   began.   It   was   almost   funny   how   fast   she   jumped   to   my   defense   even   though  
she   didn’t   understand   what   was   going   on   or   why   I   was   emotional.   I   wasn’t   upset.   That   wasn’t  
the   right   word   for   it.  
 

“Hey!   I   gave   her   money!   She’s   okay!”   He   interrupted,   defending   himself.   He   stopped  
when   he   realized   it   didn’t   sound   very   good.   “She’s   crying   because   she   got   paid   today!   Jesus.  
You   are   always   so   mean   to   me.”  
 

She   ignored   him.   She   leaned   in   and   squeezed   me   tighter.   “Let’s   get   you   cleaned   up,  
sweetheart.   We’ll   have   a   facial   while   we   do   your   hair   and   nails,”   she   cooed   as   if   I   was   an   injured  
child.   
 

Eric   shook   his   head.   “Bella,   do   you   want   me   to   get   you   some   coffee?”  
 

“Yes,   please,”   I   smiled.   “Thank   you.”  
 

“Bring   me   one,   too!”   Lauren   fussed   at   him.   He   sighed   and   nodded,   going   once   he   had  
the   order.   She   was   treating   him   like   an   assistant.   It   was   funny   how   he   just   took   it.   Apparently,  
she   was   employed   by   the   publisher,   and   they   worked   together   all   the   time,   so   they   knew   each  
other   well.   “I’ve   got   some   banging   power   suits   for   you   today.”  
 

“Please   tell   me   they’re   pants.   It’s   so   cold.”  
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She   nodded   in   understanding.   “It’s   definitely   trousers   with   a   turtleneck   and   blazer.   You  

just   get   to   pick   out   which   one   you   like   the   best.”  
 

“Thank   goodness,”   I   mumbled,   plunking   down   in   the   chair   waiting   for   me.   “I   can’t   be  
freezing   and   nervous   as   hell   at   the   same   time.   I   don’t   have   enough   energy   for   that.”  
 

“Don’t   worry.   We’ve   got   you.”   She   winked   at   me   in   the   mirror   before   fluffing   my   locks.  
“Please   never   cut   your   hair.   It’s   so   lovely.   Ugh,   I   love   working   with   pretty   women,”   she   mumbled  
to   herself.   Lauren   piled   it   on   top   of   my   head.   “Let’s   do   lots   of   curls.”  
 

Blushing,   I   shrugged.   “Whatever   you   want   to   do.   I   trust   you.”  
 

For   two   hours,   they   pampered   me   before   they   shoved   me   back   into   the   car.   Security  
guards   walked   us   through   the   back   entrance   of   the   first   show   I   was   filming   for   the   day.   It   was  
one   of   the   late-night   programs.   They   took   me   to   a   green   room   to   wait.   They   would   interview   me  
in   front   of   an   audience   for   the   first   time.   After   I   finished,   I   would   do   another   in   the   same   building.  
 

Rocking   back   and   forth,   I   wrung   my   hands   as   I   waited   for   my   turn   on   the   couch.   Eric   was  
leaning   against   the   wall   beside   me,   drinking   from   a   bottle   of   water.   He   was   only   trying   to   keep  
his   own   busy.  
 

My   phone   dinged   in   my   purse.   It   was   just   before   noon.   I   had   a   long   day   ahead   of   me.   A  
message   from   Jasper   was   waiting   for   me.   “I   love   you,   Goddess.   I   wish   I   could   be   there   to   see  
you   in   person.   Good   luck.   You’ve   got   this.   Go   show   them   how   powerful   you   are.”  
 

Biting   my   lip,   I   read   the   text   repeatedly   as   I   smiled   to   myself.   I   didn’t   realize   Eric   was  
looking   over   my   shoulder.   “Aw.   Yes!   Listen   to   him!   You   are   a   powerful   book   writing   goddess!  
There   is   nothing   to   fear.   They’ll   love   you.”  
 

I   laughed   because   he   didn’t   really   understand   why   he   was   calling   me   that,   but   I   liked   his  
attitude.   We   had   talked   about   my   erotic   novels,   and   he   had   read   a   few,   but   they   were   more   in  
the   romance   vein.   His   publisher   didn’t   do   those,   but   he   was   considering   looking   for   another  
company   to   do   it   under   my   Marie   Bell   name.   If   Anne   Rice   could   do   it,   so   could   I.  
 

The   host   walked   in.   He   was   a   tall   black   man   with   perfect   skin   and   a   big   smile.   He   was  
already   covered   in   makeup,   dressed   up   in   his   suit   for   the   show.   “Hi,   Ms.   Swan.   Welcome!   Thank  
you   for   coming.   I’m   really   excited   to   have   you.   I   love   the   book!”  
 

“Wow!   Thank   you.   I   am,   too.   I’ve   done   nothing   like   this   before.”  
 

“Really?!”   He   beamed.   “Oh,   well,   I   promise   I’ll   take   it   easy   on   you.”  
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“Thanks,”   I   awkwardly   giggled,   looking   down   at   my   feet   shyly.  
 

“We’re   about   to   get   started.   If   you   need   anything,   please   let   my   wonderful   staff   know.  
And   I’ll   see   you   on   stage   in   just   a   few   minutes.”  
 

Plastering   a   fake   smile   on   my   face,   I   nodded.   “Great!”  
 

“Do   you   think   they’ll   give   me   some   tequila?”   I   questioned   Eric   once   the   man   shut   the  
door   behind   him.   “Holy   shit.   Holy   shit.   Holy   shit,”   I   chanted   as   my   panic   set   in.   It   was   amazing  
how   I   could   handle   a   killer   with   ease,   but   this   scared   the   hell   out   of   me.  
 

“I’ll   buy   you   all   the   liquor   you   want   tonight.   I   promise,”   he   said,   trying   to   quell   some   of   my  
freaking   out.   I   wasn’t   sure   how   well   it   was   working.  
 

About   thirty   minutes   later,   a   woman   with   a   headset   knocked   on   the   door.   She   was  
holding   a   clipboard.   “Okay,   Ms.   Swan.   We’re   ready   for   you.   Will   you   follow   me?”  
 

“Yes,   ma’am,”   I   nodded.   It   felt   as   if   I   was   gliding   forward,   my   feet   not   even   touching   the  
ground.   When   I   got   to   the   spot   where   I   was   supposed   to   wait,   they   dusted   my   nose   with   more  
powder   for   a   touch-up.   My   lipstick   was   still   perfect.  
 

They   were   on   a   commercial   break   as   they   reset   for   my   interview.   I   watched   as   the  
director   counted   down   and   pointed   at   the   host.   He   turned   on   like   a   light.   “Our   guest   tonight   is   a  
New   York   Best-selling   author   who’s   been   at   number   one   for   eight   weeks   and   isn’t   slowing   down.  
Vanity   Fair   called   her   debut   novel,   The   Rabbit   in   the   Snow,   a   sensational   thriller   from   the   first  
sentence   to   the   last.   Join   me   in   welcoming   Ms.   Isabella   Swan!”  
 

People   cheered   as   soon   as   I   came   out.   I   smiled   at   them,   waving   as   I   was   told   to   do.   He  
came   around   and   pulled   out   my   chair   for   me   before   sitting   at   the   desk.   “Welcome!   Thank   you   for  
joining   me!”  
 

“Thank   you   for   having   me,   Laurent!”   I   grinned,   sitting   up   straight.   I   focused   on   him   and  
not   the   audience   of   probably   two   hundred.   We   were   just   having   a   pleasant   conversation.   We  
were   new   friends.   I   could   pretend.   I   was   good   at   role-playing.  
 

“So,   congratulations   first.”   He   gave   the   crowd   a   moment   to   clap   for   me.   “The   book   is  
superb.   I   loved   it.”  
 

Shifting   in   my   seat,   I   continued   to   smile.   I   wondered   how   many   times   I   could   repeat  
myself   before   I   sounded   like   an   idiot.   “Oh,   thank   you!”  
 

He   tilted   toward   me.   “Please   tell   me   when   the   film   is   coming   out.   I   am   ready   for   it.”  
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I   laughed   more   genuinely.   “Well,   I   don’t   know   if   there   will   be   a   movie.   At   least,   no   one  
has   talked   to   me   about   buying   the   rights,   yet.”   Like   every   writer,   I   had   imagined   my   stories   on  
the   big   screen.   I   even   joked   with   Eric   about   it.   But   I   only   ever   considered   it   a   fantasy.   I   realized  
as   I   sat   across   from   him,   it   was   a   legitimate   possibility.  
 

“Oh,   there   will   be   one,”   he   said   seriously   as   if   he   were   reading   my   thoughts.   “If   someone  
doesn’t   snatch   it   up,   I   will   make   it   myself.   I’ll   kidnap   Ryan   Reynolds   if   I   must.”   The   audience  
laughed   and   whooped   in   approval.  
 

“Who   would   you   have   him   play?”   I   questioned,   leaning   in.  
 

“The   doctor.”  
 

“Oo,   the   bad   guy!   I   can   see   that.”   I   nodded   my   head   in   agreement.   “He   seems   all   sweet  
and   funny   at   first.   Good   choice.   Who   do   you   see   as   your   lead?”  
 

We   chatted   back   and   forth   about   the   perfect   imaginary   world   where   the   best   actors   on  
the   planet   were   in   the   adaptation   of   my   favorite   book.   The   crowd   did   their   part,   laughing   and  
clapping   at   the   right   times.  
 

At   the   end   of   the   interview,   he   got   more   serious.   “So,   I   know   you   probably   can’t   say  
anything   about   the   I-90   Tracker   case.”   I   shook   my   head.   “Can’t   tell   us   anything?”   He   hopefully  
asked.  
 

“No.   It’s   an   ongoing   thing,   and   it’s   something   the   FBI   will   deal   with   for   a   very   long   time.   I  
don’t   want   to   add   to   the   confusion   and   misinformation.   It’s   most   likely   a   subject   I   won’t   talk   about  
for   years   after   it’s   done,   and   that   is   perfectly   fine   with   me.”  
 

Laurent   nodded   in   understanding.   “You’ve   been   at   the   trial   every   day,   even   after   you  
were   attacked.   Are   you   frightened?”  
 

I   shook   my   head   again.   “Not   in   the   least.   He   doesn’t   have   any   power   anymore.   King   can  
try   to   scare   me   and   others,   but   it   won’t   hide   the   truth.   I   just   hope   justice   is   served,   and   we   can  
give   peace   to   those   who   have   suffered   at   his   hands.”  
 

“I   couldn’t   say   it   better   myself!   Ms.   Isabella   Swan!”   He   called   in   a   loud   voice   as   he   stood.  
The   audience   cheered   vehemently,   giving   me   a   standing   ovation.   He   helped   me   to   my   feet   so   I  
could   take   a   bow.  
 

My   whole   body   felt   like   it   was   on   fire.  
 

Then   it   was   onto   the   next   interview.   It   went   almost   exactly   the   same.   The   conversations  
were   a   little   different,   but   it   was   still   about   the   book.   The   crowds   all   clapped   for   me.   After,   we  
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went   to   eat   before   going   to   two   more.   Thankfully,   these   were   in   private   with   journalists.   They  
were   in   front   of   big   cameras   and   hot   lights,   though.   People   kept   touching   my   face   to   add   more  
makeup.   It   felt   layered   on   by   the   end   of   the   night.  
 

It   was   about   nine   o’clock   in   the   evening   when   we   got   finished   with   the   final   one.   I   was  
starving   and   tired.   It   was   probably   the   hardest   work   I   had   ever   done   as   an   author,   and   I   hadn’t  
written   a   damn   thing   all   day   besides   my   name.   I   signed   so   many   autographs.   Eric   ordered   us  
food   once   we   were   alone.   I   kicked   off   my   shoes   and   flopped   onto   the   couch   with   my   phone   after  
throwing   off   my   blazer.   My   agent   brought   me   a   large   glass   of   wine   from   the   bar   in   the   room  
before   I   could   check   it.   I   smiled   in   gratitude.  
 

I   had   another   message   waiting   for   me   from   Jasper.   He   had   been   sending   words   of  
encouragement   whenever   he   had   a   chance.   It   gave   me   something   to   look   forward   to.   This   one  
was   different   and   made   my   heart   speed   up.   “They’re   starting   closing   statements   tomorrow.”  
 
 

 
 
 

Chapter   Thirty-five:   Run   Away  
 

I   flew   back   to   Albany   after   an   early   morning   interview   that   took   place   before   dawn.   I   had  
Eric   cancel   the   rest   of   them.   This   was   more   important.   I   needed   to   be   there   for   this,   at   least   for  
my   sake.   For   reasons   I   couldn’t   explain,   I   had   to   see   it   with   my   own   eyes.  
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I   took   an   Uber   straight   to   the   courthouse.   I   was   still   dressed   and   styled   by   Lauren.  
Jasper   met   me   by   the   entrance   to   carry   my   luggage.   It   was   starting   in   under   fifteen   minutes,   so  
we   had   to   hurry.   
 

Reporters   and   groupies   swarmed   us.   He   kept   shouting   ‘no   comment’   at   them,   wrapping  
one   of   his   arms   around   me   protectively.   They   were   all   screaming   questions,   some   of   them   not  
so   nice.   The   people   I   had   spoken   to   in   the   past   twenty-four   hours   had   a   list   of   acceptable   ones.  
Some   of   these   made   my   skin   crawl.  
 

We   barely   got   in   there   before   the   judge   did.   The   gallery   was   packed,   but   Sam   had   saved  
us   a   spot.   We   slid   into   our   places   beside   him   as   his   door   opened.   Mrs.   Tanner   looked   back   at  
me   and   smiled.   I   grinned   back   hopefully.  
 

Mrs.   Stanley’s   closing   statements   took   three   full   days.   I   cried   more   than   once.   The  
pictures   and   some   memories   were   like   a   knife   to   the   heart.   Mr.   Jenks   only   spoke   for   a   day.   He  
kept   saying   the   word   ‘innocent’   until   it   lost   all   meaning.   Then   Judge   Clearwater   gave   a   grand  
speech   to   the   jury   about   doing   their   duty   to   the   best   of   their   abilities.   Everyone   looked   so   tired.  
They   had   been   away   from   their   families   for   so   long.   They   have   been   sequestered   for   almost  
four   months.   
 

And   then   all   we   could   do   was   wait.   I   should   have   been   excited   about   the   days   off,   but  
they   were   filled   with   anxiety.   We   were   ready   at   any   moment   to   leave.   There   was   no   way   to   relax.  
Since   I   knew   it   would   be   over   soon,   I   packed   and   cleaned   to   distract   myself.   There   wasn’t   a   lot  
to   do.  
 

The   second   day,   I   baked   cookies   and   made   the   kitchen   spotless   from   top   to   bottom  
when   I   finished.   Dinner   was   in   the   crockpot,   waiting   for   us   when   we   were   ready.   It   was   good   if  
we   just   had   to   go.   Jasper   was   sitting   on   the   couch   with   coffee,   reading   a   file.   There   were   several  
pictures   spread   out   on   the   table   beside   him.   He   was   a   lot   more   relaxed   than   I   was,   in   sleep  
pants   and   a   long-sleeved   t-shirt.  
 

I   sighed   heavily   and   leaned   against   the   counter   when   I   couldn’t   think   of   anything   else   to  
do.   My   brain   was   too   fuzzy   to   even   consider   writing   or   editing.   It   was   pointless.  
 

“Don’t   worry.   He’s   guilty,   darlin.   It’s   just   going   to   take   a   little   while   to   vote   on   all   those  
charges.   It’ll   probably   be   another   day.   Maybe   more.   There   isn’t   anything   we   can   do   now,”   he  
stated   after   putting   it   down   onto   his   lap.  
 

“I   know.”  
 

“So,   what   do   you   want   to   do   when   we   get   back   to   Dallas   to   celebrate?   Once   we   do,   I’ll  
arrange   for   a   month-long   vacation,”   he   said   as   he   sat   up,   changing   the   subject   suddenly.  
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I   smirked.   “I’m   definitely   putting   money   towards   Mexico   now.”  
 

He   chuckled,   nodding   his   head.   “You   know   what?   I’m   okay   with   that.   If   you   want   to   spoil  
me   a   bit,   I’m   fine   with   it.   I   think   you   can   afford   it   now.   Only   a   little,   though.”  
 

I   giggled   softly   at   his   teasing.   “Why   don’t   you   just   quit   after   this   and   we’ll   run   away   to  
Europe   for   a   while.   I’ll   pay   for   everything.   We’ll   go   to   Italy   and   France.   Germany   and   Sweden,  
too.   I’ll   really   spoil   you.   We   can   spend   every   day   playing.   Can   you   imagine   doing   a   scene   out   in  
Paris?   Or   Tokyo?”  
 

Jasper   looked   me   over   from   head   to   toe   as   if   I   was   the   sexiest   creature   he   had   ever  
seen.   I   was   just   in   shorts   and   a   tank   top.   “God.   Don’t   tempt   me.”  
 

“You   can   be   my   bodyguard.   The   pay   is   good.   Seriously.   Quit   if   you   want   to,”   I   urged   as   I  
walked   to   him,   gently   touching   his   barefoot.   “I   can   take   care   of   everything   now.   You   don’t   even  
have   to   work   if   you   don’t   want   to.”  
 

He   put   his   paperwork   down,   pushing   his   glasses   onto   the   top   of   his   head.   “Darlin,   are  
you   trying   to   be   my   sugar   daddy?”  
 

I   cackled   in   surprise   at   his   unexpected   joke.   Quickly,   I   sucked   in   a   deep   breath   to   stop   it.  
I   nodded.   “Yeah.   That’s   how   good   the   dick   is.”  
 

Jasper   snorted   loudly,   reaching   for   me.   He   yanked   me   on   top   of   him,   squeezing   me   to  
his   chest.   “Be   still   for   a   moment,   little   girl.   It’s   okay.   I’ve   got   you.”   Shifting,   so   I   was   more  
comfortable,   I   laid   my   head   on   his   shoulder.   “You’ve   been   moving   for   two   days.”   He   pulled   the  
blanket   over   the   top   of   the   sofa   onto   us.   It   was   chilly   since   it   was   almost   the   beginning   of  
December.   “Let’s   take   a   nap.   We   haven’t   done   that   in   ages.”  
 

“I   should   probably-”  
 

“Shh,”   he   hummed.   With   his   hand   on   the   small   of   my   back,   he   softly   kissed   my   forehead  
repeatedly   until   I   finally   relented.   He   was   so   sweet   and   gentle   with   me.   It   was   hard   not   to   give  
him   exactly   what   he   wanted.   
 

It   was   dark   when   I   woke   up.   I   was   still   on   the   couch,   but   I   was   alone.   I   rubbed   my   face  
roughly,   trying   to   get   some   sleep   out   of   my   crusty   eyes.   Something   had   startled   me   awake,   but   I  
wasn’t   sure   what.  
 

“No!”   Jasper   suddenly   cried.   I   didn’t   understand   why,   and   it   scared   the   hell   out   of   me.   His  
voice   was   furious.   I   popped   up   instantly,   holding   the   blanket   up   to   my   chest.   It   was   like   I   was  
ready   for   someone   to   attack.   “No!   You   can’t   be   serious!”  
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“Honey,   what   is   it?”   I   looked   around   for   him   in   the   darkness.   I   almost   hoped   it   was   just   a  
nightmare.   My   blurry   eyes   finally   found   him   standing   beside   the   open   bathroom   door.   The   light  
was   spilling   out   onto   the   bed.   He   leaned   against   the   doorway   with   his   phone   up   to   his   ear.   
 

“No,   no,   no…   That-   How?!”   He   demanded.   Jasper   was   gripping   his   hair   tightly,   half   bent  
over   as   if   he   were   in   pain.  
 

I   moved   onto   my   knees   to   watch   him,   my   heart   pounding.   His   voice   was   so   ominous,   his  
eyes   narrowed   sharply.   “Who   the   fuck   thought   that   was   a   good   idea?!”   He   shouted.   “No!   I   won’t  
calm   down!   Fuck   this!   We’ve   just   wasted   a   year   of   our   lives!   No!   No,   I’m   not   alright.”   He   hung   up  
on   whoever   he   was   talking   to.  
 

He   roared   with   fury.   I   hurried   to   him,   leaping   off   the   couch.   I   was   unsure   of   what   was  
wrong,   but   in   a   second,   I   was   in   his   arms   again.   “What?   What   happened?”   I   asked   desperately,  
my   face   pushed   into   his   chest.  
 

Swallowing,   he   pressed   his   cheek   into   my   hair.   “Royce   King   was   stabbed   to   death   this  
morning.”  
 

I   pulled   back   in   shock.   “What?”   I   slowly   blinked.   “Are   you…   Are   you   serious?”   He  
nodded,   leaning   against   the   door   frame.   He   was   shaking   with   his   strong   emotions,   his   hands  
balled   up   into   tight   fists.   “Someone   got   a   knife   into   the   prison?”  
 

“It   was   a   makeshift   shiv   made   of   a   sharpened   spoon,”   he   said   with   almost   no   emotion.  
 

Blinking,   I   stared   at   him   for   a   second.   “They   stabbed   him   to   death   with   a   spoon?”   I  
opened   and   closed   my   mouth   several   times.   “What   the   hell?   Who?”  
 

Jasper   sniffed.   “Another   prisoner.”  
 

“He   was   in   the   general   population?”   I   gasped.   That   couldn’t   have   been   a   good   idea.   No  
one   in   their   right   mind   should   have   allowed   that.   Surely,   his   lawyers   knew   it   was   bad.   They  
couldn’t   have   wanted   that.  
 

He   rubbed   his   hand   over   his   forehead,   shaking   his   head.   “Yeah.   They   were   in   line   for  
food.   The   inmate   said   he   had   a   bounty   on   his   head.   He   was   already   serving   life,   so   in   his   eyes,  
it   was   worth   it.   What’s   another   sentence?   Nothing   for   him   changes,   but   now   he’ll   be   famous.  
He’ll   be   treated   like   a   prince   because   he   offed   a   famous   kid   killer.”  
 

I   fell   back   against   the   door   frame   opposite   of   him.   “What   will   happen   now?”  
 



/

“Both   sides   met   with   the   judge,   and   they’ve   decided   since   the   jury   doesn’t   know   what’s  
going   on   that   they   will   let   them   reach   their   verdict.   It’ll   help   the   families   of   the   victims   seek  
compensation   if   it’s   guilty,   for   the   civil   trials.”  
 

Pushing   myself   off   the   door   jamb   and   against   him,   I   held   onto   his   shirt.   “Then   it   wasn’t  
for   nothing.   It’s   okay.”  
 

His   arms   wrapped   around   me   tightly.   “I   should   have   just-”  
 

“No!”   I   shouted   at   him,   shoving   his   chest.   “No.   He   should   have   been   punished.   Never  
say   that   again!”  
 

“We   could   have   avoided   this   whole   fucking   year   if   I   had.”  
 

“You’re   not   a   killer!”   I   almost   yelled   in   his   face.  
 

“Yes,   I   am!”  
 

The   words   hung   in   between   us.  
 

I   shook   my   head.   “This   has   been   the   best   year   of   my   life.   It’s   exactly   what   you   promised  
me.   I   wouldn’t   change   anything.   I   loved   every   minute   of   being   up   here   with   you.   It   wasn’t  
perfect,   but   I   don’t   care.   It   was   an   adventure.   I’ve   learned   so   much,   and   I   feel   more   motivated  
than   ever   before.   And   we’ve   grown   as   people.   Fuck   Royce.   I’m   glad   he’s   dead.   They’ll   find   him  
guilty,   and   the   families   will   get   reparations.   It’s   not   about   him   anymore.”  
 

He   put   both   of   his   arms   around   my   neck,   holding   me   tightly   to   him.   “Yeah,   you’re   right,  
darlin.   I’m   sorry.   And   I   won’t   say   it   again.   It’s   just-”  
 

“I   understand.   It’s   okay.”  
 

It   only   took   two   more   days   for   the   jury   to   reach   their   verdict.   Jasper   said   it   wasn’t   very  
long,   but   it   felt   like   decades   to   me.   The   entire   time,   my   sales   were   going   through   the   roof,   and   I  
was   being   hounded   for   requests   for   interviews.   I   told   Eric   I   couldn’t   handle   it   right   then   and  
wouldn’t   talk   about   it   until   I   was   ready.   The   brightest   spot   of   that   period   was   reaching   one   million  
books   sold.   But   I   couldn’t   celebrate   it.  
 

Caroline   called,   crying   and   telling   me   how   proud   she   was   of   me.   She   was   beyond  
excited   that   we   would   return   soon.   I   was,   too.   Jasper   didn’t   fuss   at   me   when   my   packing   and  
cleaning   went   into   high   gear   after   King’s   murder.   Instead,   he   helped.  
 

Then   they   finally   came   back   with   their   decision.  
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As   I   was   preparing   to   go   to   court   for   the   last   time,   I   stared   at   my   reflection   in   the   mirror.  
My   hair   was   straight,   and   my   makeup   nude.   I   was   only   in   my   towel   and   necklace.   Jasper   always  
got   ready   quicker.   He   was   wearing   one   of   his   three-piece   suits   with   the   blue   tie   from   Christmas.  
The   holiday   was   fast   approaching,   and   I   needed   to   think   of   gifts   to   get   him.   I   didn’t   have   another  
full   novel   to   surprise   him   with,   though   I   had   a   few   dirty   short   stories.  
 

“What   are   you   thinking   about?”   He   questioned   as   he   came   in   to   spray   on   his   cologne.   I  
could   have   drowned   in   the   smell,   I   loved   it   so   much.  
 

“What   to   get   you   for   Christmas.”  
 

“I’m   still   trying   to   decide   what   to   buy   you   for   our   anniversary.   That’s   first.”   My   eyes   got  
wider.   He   tilted   his   head   to   the   side   and   smirked.   “Did   you   forget   it   was   coming   up?”  
 

“I   didn’t   even   really   remember   the   date,   to   be   honest.   We’ve   never   talked   about   it.   I   know  
we   started   dating   in   early   December.”  
 

He   ran   his   finger   over   the   chain   of   my   necklace.   “It’s   on   December   seventh.”  
 

I   frowned   at   myself.   “I’m   terrible   for   not   knowing   that.   It’s   so   close.   It’s   only-”   Jasper  
pressed   his   lips   to   mine   to   make   me   shut   up   with   his   hand   under   my   chin.  
 

“Well,   now,   you   know.   I   plan   to   spoil   you   all   day   long,   Goddess.   I’ve   already   arranged   for  
it   off.”  
 

Smiling,   I   leaned   back   into   him.   “You’re   so   good   to   me,   sir.   Damn.   I   have   to   think   of  
something   else   to   get   you.”  
 

“You’re   gift   enough,”   he   mumbled   cheesily   into   my   neck   as   he   pecked   around   my   ear.  
“You’re   all   I   want.”  
 

“Okay,   but   don’t   you   want   me   gift-wrapped,   at   least?   Cute   and   innocent   or   maybe  
something   super   slutty   like   latex?”   His   eyes   snapped   up   to   the   mirror.   “Oo,   latex.   Gotcha.”   I  
jiggled   my   breasts   at   him.  
 

He   chuckled   softly.   “I   wouldn’t   hate   it,   but   we’re   probably   going   out,   and   it’ll   be   a   little  
cold   for   that.”  

 
“That’s   true.”   His   arms   wrapped   around   me   from   behind,   and   we   looked   at   our   shared  

reflection.   “Jasper,   I   promise   to   make   the   next   year   of   your   life   the   best   one.   I   know   you   hated  
how   this   one   went-”  
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“No,   I   despised   how   a   single   part   of   it   went,”   he   interrupted.   “I   know   it’ll   be   great,   though.  
How   could   it   not?   We’re   going   home   to   a   beautiful   place   that   is   all   ours.   We’ll   get   to   spend   the  
holidays   with   our   friends   and   family.   Plus,   we’ll   finally   get   that   damn   vacation   I’ve   needed   for   the  
last   decade.”  
 

I   nodded.   We   could   both   use   one.  
 

The   media   surrounded   the   entire   building.   It   was   hard   to   get   into   the   garage.   Sam   was  
waiting   in   his   rental   car   for   us   in   his   regular   spot.   He   got   out   as   soon   as   he   saw   us,   straightening  
his   tie   as   he   did.   “Let’s   go   find   this   bastard   guilty   and   then   go   get   some   drinks.”  
 

“It’ll   be   ten   in   the   morning,”   Jasper   retorted.  
 

“So?”   I   questioned.  
 

“Do   the   bars   open   that   early?”   He   shrugged.   He   wasn’t   saying   no   to   the   idea.  
 

There   was   a   howl   of   noise   when   we   walked   past   the   opening   of   the   garage.   There   must  
have   been   a   hundred   people   shoved   around   it.   I   felt   sorry   for   the   line   of   guards   holding   them  
back.   The   Albany   police   department   would   be   happy   when   it   was   over.  
 

Mrs.   Tanner   was   waiting   for   us   when   we   arrived.   She   came   to   hug   me   wordlessly.   She  
smiled   as   she   took   in   my   distressed   face,   gently   touching   it.   “It’s   okay.   God   can   judge   him   now.”  
 

“If   hell   exists,   he’s   suffering   all   the   horrors   he   inflicted   on   his   victims   for   the   rest   of  
eternity.”  

 
“Amen,”   my   man   muttered   under   his   breath.   She   grinned   at   him   kindly   before   finding   her  

seat.  
 

Ms.   Rachelle   walked   over   to   us   with   tears   in   her   eyes.   It   looked   as   if   she   had   been  
crying   for   days.   Her   cheeks   were   puffy   and   swollen.   She   forced   a   smile.   I   imagined   she   felt   the  
same   way   Jasper   did.   She   had   put   in   a   year   of   work   into   the   case,   to   have   it   all   washed   away  
because   other   people   weren’t   very   smart   and   didn’t   do   their   jobs.   Mrs.   Stanley   and   Mr.   Crowley  
only   seemed   annoyed.  
 

“Hi.   Um,   I   just   want   to…   to   thank   you   for   coming   in   and-”   she   sighed,   looking   up   tiredly.  
“You’ve   been   fantastic,   and   I’m   sure   that-”   She   sniffled,   shaking   her   head.   “I’m   sorry.   I   shouldn’t  
be   this   emotional.”  
 

“It’s   okay.   It’s   understandable   to   feel   frustrated.   I   imagine   you   must   feel   as   if   someone  
has   stolen   something   from   you,”   Jasper   sympathetically   replied.  
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She   stared   at   him   in   surprise.   “Exactly.   Yes.   You’re   right,   Dr.   Hale.   That   is   how   I’m  
feeling.”  
 

“This   was   your   first   case   in   Albany?”   He   asked.   She   nodded,   her   red   hair   bobbing  
around   her   shoulders.   “You   should   be   proud   of   what   you   accomplished.   This   was   a   beast   to  
handle.”  
 

She   forced   another   smile.   “It’s   time,”   someone   whispered.   The   bailiff   came   out   first.  
Nodding   her   head   at   us,   Ms.   Rachelle   went   back   to   the   table.  
 

We   took   our   seats   and   waited   for   the   jury   to   come   out.   It   only   took   a   few   minutes.  
Everything   was   so   somber.   Nobody   made   a   noise   as   they   read   the   verdict.  
 

Guilty   on   all   counts,   as   if   there   was   ever   any   doubt   of   that.   There   were   no   surprises.   As  
soon   as   they   finished,   they   took   the   people   back   out   once   more.   I   didn’t   understand   everything  
that   was   going   on,   but   I   knew   I   didn’t   have   to   worry   about   it   again.  
 

I   wished   I   could   never   think   Royce   King’s   name   again,   but   I   knew   if   we   would   continue  
looking   for   Bree   Tanner,   it   would   always   be   on   my   mind.   
 

Once   dismissed,   her   mother   stood   and   smiled   at   us   before   straightening   her   shoulders.  
She   walked   proudly   out   of   the   room   with   at   least   a   bit   of   justice.   Even   if   it   wasn’t   perfect,   and  
she   didn’t   know   what   happened   to   her   daughter.  
 

I   didn’t   know   if   Jasper   and   I   would   ever   find   out   what   happened   to   her,   but   I   knew   we  
would   always   try.   And   even   if   we   couldn’t,   I   would   put   part   of   my   money   towards   causes   that  
protect   women   from   men   like   him.  
 

That   night,   I   stood   in   the   middle   of   a   room   I   knew   I   would   never   visit   again.   I   wouldn’t  
miss   it   like   I   had   the   first   time   we   left.   I   was   ready   to   move   on.   We   had   evolved   too   much   for   the  
space   and   needed   our   own.   It   was   an   important   step   in   our   future,   and   it   was   key   to   starting   this  
next   stage   together,   no   matter   what   revelations   it   held.  
 

Jasper   put   his   arms   around   me   from   behind.   In   them,   I   knew   I   would   be   perfectly   safe.  
Always.   
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Chapter   Thirty-six:   On   Our   Anniversary  
 

 
Jasper   took   my   hand   and   led   me   to   my   new   car,   but   he   stopped   at   the   door   and   didn’t  

open   it.   It   was   a   beautiful   bright   red   convertible   Jaguar   gifted   to   me   by   the   publishers.   They  
gave   it   to   me   when   we   got   back   to   Dallas   for   reaching   the   million   sold   mark,   but   it   was   already  
almost   to   a   million   and   a   half.   Unlike   me,   he   was   not   afraid   to   drive   it.   Justin   loved   it.   It   was   from  
one   of   his   lots,   though,   and   he   helped   Eric   pick   it   out.  
 

He   leaned   forward   and   quickly   captured   my   lips   in   a   kiss.   As   he   did,   he   pulled   a   tie   from  
his   back   pocket.   
 

“May   I   blindfold   you?”   He   whispered   in   my   ear.   It   was   our   anniversary,   and   he   was   taking  
control   of   the   night’s   plans.   I   grinned   wickedly.   It   was   already   going   better   than   I   hoped.  
 

“I   love   how   polite   you   are   about   things   you   know   I   like,”   I   smirked   a   little.  
 

Ducking   his   head,   Jasper’s   nose   went   pink.   “Well,   we’re   not   doing   a   scene,   so   I   figured  
it’s   better   to   ask   before   I   just   whip   it   out.”  
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I   bit   my   lip   to   keep   from   laughing,   both   at   his   words   and   at   his   accent.   Since   coming  
back   and   spending   time   around   his   family,   it   had   come   out   in   full   force.   “Feel   free   to   ‘whip   it   out’  
anytime   you   wish,   sir,”   I   replied   dryly.   
 

“Stop,”   he   laughed.   I   toyed   with   the   lapels   of   his   jacket,   yanking   him   to   me   for   a   deep  
and   passionate   kiss.   Smiling   against   my   lips,   he   played   with   my   hair.   Pushing   my   curls   away  
from   my   face,   he   tugged   my   head   back   so   that   my   chin   was   up.   He   pecked   it   lightly,   then   my  
mouth,   nose,   and   right   between   my   eyes   before   putting   the   fabric   over   them.   
 

Once   inside   the   car,   I   held   his   hand   and   relaxed   as   I   listened   to   the   playlist   he   had  
started   for   us.   It   was   instrumental   and   soothing.   If   he   was   trying   to   set   a   mood,   he   was   doing   a  
great   job.  
 

“So,   are   you   going   to   give   me   any   hints   about   where   we’re   going?”   I   questioned,  
clutching   his   palm.   
 

“No,”   he   chuckled.   “It   won’t   take   us   long   to   get   there.   Don’t   worry.”  
 

“Well,   I   know   it’s   not   a   wild   party,”   I   began.   
 

He   scoffed.   “Good   heavens,   no.   The   event   we’re   attending   will   be   a   very   private   one.”  
 

“Oh…   Just   for   two?”  
 

“Mmhmm,”   he   hummed,   squeezing   my   thigh.   
 

Biting   my   lip,   I   grinned   to   myself   as   I   tried   to   figure   it   out.   “Hm.   It’ll   involve   food.”  
 

“Of   course.   Because   it   always   involves   food,”   Jasper   joked   lightly.   “You   know   what?   I’ll  
give   you   one   hint.”   He   paused   for   a   moment.   “There   will   be   cake.”  
 

“Oh!   Oh,   there   will   be   cake?”   I   began   sarcastically.   “What   a   hint!   I’d   never   guess   that-”   he  
smacked   my   thigh,   making   me   dissolve   into   giggles.   
 

“You’re   so   feisty   tonight,”   he   mumbled.   
 

“Should   be   an   enjoyable   evening   for   you,”   I   playfully   wiggled   shoulders.   He   chuckled  
before   reaching   over   to   pluck   one   of   my   nipples   through   my   dress.   I   squeaked   in   surprise   before  
laughing,   my   head   falling   back   against   the   rest.   “I   already   know   I’ll   have   fun.”  
 

“I   hope   so,”   he   purred,   his   hand   going   to   my   knee   and   gripping   it   through   my   skirt.   
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It   really   wasn’t   that   long   to   get   to   our   destination.   He   took   my   hands   and   led   me   from   the  
car   up   a   concrete   walkway.   I   could   hear   it   clicking   underneath   my   heels.   
 

“There’s   a   step,”   he   informed   me   quietly.   As   soon   as   my   foot   hit   it,   I   knew   where   we  
were.   I   grinned.   “What’s   that   look,   Isabella?”  
 

“Nothing,”   I   replied   as   I   shook   my   head.   “Just   excited   for   tonight.”  
 

“You’re   such   a   terrible   liar,”   he   teased,   opening   the   front   door   of   our   new   townhouse.   His  
keys   rattled   loudly.   Anticipation   ran   through   my   body.   A   moment   later,   I   was   in   his   arms   and  
being   carried   like   a   princess.   I   hadn’t   expected   it.   He   intended   to   carry   me   over   the   threshold  
and   everything.   
 

“Oh,   my   god!   Don’t   hurt   your   shoulder!”   I   cried   out   automatically   as   my   arms   tightened  
around   his   neck.   
 

“It’s   been   nearly   a   year,   and   I   had   to   lug   around   double   your   weight   to   go   back   to   work,”  
he   responded,   not   even   sounding   strained.   He   kicked   the   door   closed,   locking   it   behind   us   with  
his   hand   under   my   shoulders.   
 

“Be   careful,”   I   murmured.   “And   please   don’t   carry   me   up   the   stairs.”  
 

“The   stairs...   where   exactly?”   He   asked   in   a   laughing   voice.   Shrugging,   I   smiled   as   I  
readjusted   my   head   on   his   chest.   
 

He   walked   through   the   small   living   room,   and   I   could   imagine   us   moving   towards   the  
dining   room.   He   turned   away   from   it,   though,   going   all   the   way   to   the   back   to   the   sunroom   that  
had   a   lovely   view   of   the   backyard   I   was   planning   to   fill   with   plants.   I   would   have   a   garden   and  
soak   up   the   sunshine   while   I   wrote   in   comfort.   Spring   would   be   amazing.  
 

The   room   was   nice   and   warm   despite   it   being   nearly   thirty   outside.   He   carefully   put   me  
down   to   my   feet,   but   he   didn’t   remove   my   mask.   He   moved   his   hands   over   my   shoulders   and  
kissed   the   back   of   my   ear.   “Stay   here   for   just   a   second.”  
 

“Okay,”   I   smirked.   “This   is   fine.   As   long   as   you   don’t   leave   me   alone   outside.   That’s   when  
we   have   a   problem.”   
 

He   chuckled   softly.   I   heard   his   footsteps,   and   suddenly   the   light   trickled   in   underneath  
the   black   tie.   My   fingers   clutched   the   sides   of   my   dress   as   I   impatiently   waited   for   him.   Jasper  
quickly   hurried   out   of   the   room,   only   to   return   just   a   moment   later.   I   could   hear   something   like  
wicker   crunching.   Then,   glass   on   metal.   
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Finally,   he   pulled   it   off.   We   were   in   the   sunroom   as   I   had   suspected.   It   was   filled   with   the  
outdoor   furniture   I   picked   out   for   it   with   him   online   months   before.   We   had   orders   put   in   for  
everything   and   were   just   waiting   for   it   to   arrive   before   we   moved   in.   There   were   two   black   iron  
chairs   around   a   breakfast   table,   a   chaise   lounge   with   a   side   table,   and   a   sofa   with   a   coffee  
table.   It   matched   perfectly   and   was   finished   with   dark   blood-red   cushions.  
 

There   were   also   dozens   of   plants   of   every   kind   and   size   in   pots   around   the   room,   on   the  
floor   and   on   the   tables.   Some   were   large   flowering   rose   bushes,   while   others   were   tiny   cactus.   It  
smelled   like   earthy   flowers   and   new   furniture.   He   decorated   the   window   with   white   fairy   lights.   In  
the   middle   of   the   coffee   table   were   two   dozen   red   roses   and   a   wicker   basket.   There   were  
flameless   candles,   too.   
 

“Aw!   It’s   perfect.”   I   laughed   with   joy,   putting   my   hand   over   my   mouth.   “When   did   you   do  
this?”  
 

“Yesterday   and   this   morning.   But   I   had   some   help.   I   wanted   to   give   my   favorite   author   a  
place   to   work.”   He   grinned   against   my   cheek   as   he   held   me   from   behind.   “Happy   anniversary,  
darlin,   and   welcome   home.”  
 

“Would   you   like   to   know   what   your   gift   is?”   I   asked,   reaching   down   for   my   purse.   I   didn’t  
wait   for   his   answer.  
 

He   smiled   at   my   excitement.   “Sure.”  
 

I   pulled   out   the   simple   white   envelope   from   inside.   It   was   thick   and   heavy.   “Here   you   go.”  
It   was,   by   far,   the   most   expensive   one   I   had   ever   given.  
 

Jasper   opened   it   slowly,   swallowing   as   he   did.   His   eyes   went   over   the   page.   It   was   the  
deed.   “You   paid   it   off?   Bella!   I   could   have   put-”  
 

“Shh…   Consider   this   your   payment   for   all   the   work   you   put   into   The   Cop’s   Story,”   I  
whispered   before   kissing   him.  
 

“I   can’t   believe   that’s   what   you‘re   calling   it.”   I   gave   him   a   sour   look.   “Yeah,   I   know.   I   can’t  
come   up   with   anything   better,   either.”  
 

Giggling,   I   pushed   my   face   into   his   chest.   “We’re   home.”  
 

“Yes,   we   are.   And   I   arranged   movers   to   come   to   your   place   tomorrow   to   get   the   rest   of  
your   things   so   you   won’t   have   to   lift   a   finger.”   Tanya   had   been   so   good   about   allowing   me   to  
keep   my   stuff   at   the   apartment.   I   paid   my   part,   though.   She   didn’t   feel   at   all   guilty   about   it,   not  
that   I   blamed   her.  
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Swiftly,   I   wrapped   my   arms   around   his   neck.   He   snaked   his   around   my   waist   and   pulled  
me   close.   “I   hope   there   is   a   bed   somewhere   in   this   house,”   I   breathed   against   his   throat,  
pecking   up   to   his   ear.   I   tugged   on   the   lobe   gently.  
 

“Yes,   there   is.”   He   smiled   before   kissing   me   lovingly.   “And   trust   me,   it   is   as   waterproofed  
as   it   can   be   short   of   plastic   sheeting.”   I   snorted   loudly,   throwing   my   head   back.   “I   have   plans   for  
tonight.”  
 

“I   like   them   already,”   I   giggled   as   I   brought   him   into   a   deep   kiss.   
 

“Well,   I   hope   you   continue   to   enjoy   them,”   he   replied   as   he   walked   over   to   the   basket  
and   lifted   the   bottle   of   wine.   “Come   sit   down   and   let   me   serve   you,   Goddess.”  
 

Every   time   he   called   me   that,   I   could   still   feel   my   cheeks   get   warm.   I   went   to   the   sofa  
and   sat   on   the   edge   of   the   cushions,   crossing   my   ankles   underneath   me   as   I   watched   him   pull  
out   our   dinner.   It   was   a   sushi   meal   for   two   with   salads.  
 

“This   is   so   nice.   Thank   you.”  
 

He   poured   us   each   a   glass   and   sat   beside   me.   “This   is   just   the   beginning,   I   promise.”   He  
tapped   the   crystal   to   mine.   Jasper   took   a   little   sip   before   looking   at   me   with   his   head   slightly  
tilted   to   the   side.   “May   I   feed   you?”  
 

“Mm,   yes,   please,”   I   grinned   as   I   pointed   to   one   of   the   rolls.   He   carefully   dipped   it   in   soy  
sauce   before   bringing   it   to   my   lips.   Humming   as   it   went   into   my   mouth,   I   quickly   covered   it   with  
my   hand   as   I   giggled.   “This   will   get   dirty   so   quickly.”  
 

“I’ll   try   not   to   make   a   mess.”  
 

“That’s   not   the   kind   of   dirty   I   was   talking   about,”   I   teased   as   I   popped   some   pickled  
ginger   into   my   mouth.   Then   I   picked   up   a   piece   of   the   nigiri   I   knew   he   liked.   I   dipped   the   top   of  
the   fish   into   the   salty   black   liquid   before   bringing   it   to   his   lips.   He   took   it   from   my   grip,   closing   his  
eyes   to   savor   it.   
 

“Not   yet,”   he   promised   after   he   finished   chewing.   “I’ll   try   to   be   a   gentleman   for   a   little  
while   longer.”  
 

I   bit   my   lip   for   a   moment   before   batting   my   eyelashes.   “I   hope   only   for   a   little   while.”  
 

“Don’t   worry.   My   self-control   will   only   last   so   long.”   He   leaned   forward   and   lightly   kissed  
my   cheek.   “What   would   you   like   next?”  
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We   ate   a   good   portion   of   the   food   before   he   put   the   rest   away   in   the   fridge.   We   shared  
some   wine,   and   he   opened   a   bottle   of   champagne   to   go   with   the   gorgeous   chocolate   cake   he  
had   bought   for   the   occasion.  
 

“So,   are   you   ready   to   open   your   presents?”  
 
I   laughed.   “You   mean   this…”   I   spread   my   arms.   “Isn’t   it?”  

 
“Hardly.   I   was   just   eager   to   sleep   in   our   own   bed   in   our   own   house,”   he   replied.   “Actually,  

I’ve   got   a   lot   of   gifts   for   you.   I   went   a   little   overboard,   but   I   was   excited   to   celebrate   my   sweet  
darlin.”   
 

With   both   hands   on   my   cheeks,   he   pulled   me   closer.   I   melted   into   him   totally.   “You   know,  
I   gotta   tell   you.   This   is   not   what   I   was   expecting.”  
 

“What   were   you   expecting?”   
 

“Dinner   out   before   going   back   to   the   hotel   for   spankings.”  
 

He   laughed   at   my   bluntness.   “Yeah,   that   was   a   consideration.”  
 

“I   seriously   hope   I   get   spankings,”   I   said   with   a   bit   of   a   pout.   Jasper   smirked   in   return.   
 

“Spankings,   huh?”   he   teasingly   asked.   I   nodded   my   head   vigorously.   “Is   that   all   you  
want?”  
 

“Preferably   over   your   knee,”   I   continued   to   flirt,   slowly   running   my   hand   along   his   thigh.   
 

Leaning   in,   he   pecked   my   ear.   “I’m   trying   to   be   romantic,   Isabella.”  
 

“And   you’re   doing   very   well,”   I   praised,   making   him   chuckle.   “But   you   don’t   have   to   be   for  
me,”   I   promised   as   my   fingers   tightened   around   his   shirt.  
 

“Well,   I   want   to   be   able   to   tell   our   children   about   this   moment,”   he   breathed,   pressing  
another   kiss   to   my   temple.   
 

He   was   rather   serious.   “Oh,   our   kids,   huh?”   I   questioned   with   a   soft   giggle.   “I’m   sure   our  
future   metaphorical   children   won’t   care   about   our   anniversary   or   us   moving   in   together,”   I   teased  
lightly.   
 

“Probably   not,”   he   agreed   before   dropping   to   his   knee   in   front   of   me.   “But   they   might   ask  
how   I   proposed   to   their   mother.”   He   pulled   a   green   velvet   box   from   his   pocket.   Jasper   carefully  
popped   it   open.   “Isabella   Marie   Swan,   knowing   you   has   been   the   greatest   single   honor   of   my  
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life.   You   are   my   reason   for   breathing,   and   if   you   allow   me   this,   I   will   spend   the   rest   of   my   life  
earning   that   precious   oxygen.   I   swear,   I   will   worship   you   every   single   day,   and   I   will   treat   you   like  
the   Goddess   you   are.   Will   you   marry   me?   Please?”   He   said   the   last   word   quickly   with   a   voice  
thick   with   emotions.   
 

The   ring   was   huge.   It   was   gold   with   a   square-cut   diamond   with   smaller   ones   dotting   all  
the   way   around   on   the   inside   of   the   band.   I   couldn’t   say   anything,   so   I   just   held   my   hand   out   so  
he   could   put   it   on   and   promptly   nodded   my   head.   
 

“Oh,   my   god,”   I   laughed,   looking   down   at   my   finger   after   he   did.   My   eyes   got   huge   as   I  
brought   it   up   to   look   at   it.   “Wow.   This   is   stunning.”  

 
Jasper   was   still   on   his   knee   in   front   of   me.   “Oh,   good.   Thank   Rosalie   and   Alice.   They  

designed   it.   It’s   repurposed   from   Mamaw’s   wedding   band,   but   I   bought   the   stone   in   the   middle,”  
he   explained.   “But   if   you   hate   it-”  
 

“Shut   up,”   I   laughed   again   and   attacked   his   mouth,   wrapping   my   arms   around   his   neck.  
He   chuckled   against   my   lips,   holding   me   tightly.   
 

“Say   that   you’ll   marry   me,”   he   spoke   against   my   neck.   “Say   that   you’ll   be   my   wife.   You  
haven’t   said   yes   yet.   I   need   to   hear   the   words.”  
 

“Yes.   I’ll   be   your   wife.   I   love   you.”   Placing   both   of   my   hands   on   his   cheeks,   I   pecked   at  
his   lips   repeatedly.   “Isabella   Hale.   Wow.”  
 

He   pulled   back   in   surprise.   “I   thought   you’d   keep   your   name.   You   know,   for   writing.”  
 

“I   can   publish   under   any   moniker,   honey.   I   definitely   want   yours,   though.   I’m   too   proud   to  
be   yours   to   not   want   it,”   I   told   him   as   I   looked   down   at   my   ring.   “You’re   right.   It   is   better   than   a  
collar.”  
 

“Well…   obviously,   I   wanted   everyone   to   know   that   you   were   mine,”   he   quipped   softly.   
 

“And   they   will   able   to   from   a   mile   away.   I   hope   I   don’t   have   to   hide   this   from   your   mom  
for   too   long…”  
 

“We’re   still   eloping,”   he   stated   with   a   smirk.   
 
“And   what   if   I   want   a   big   church   wedding,   huh?”   I   asked,   tilting   my   head   to   the   side.   He  

just   sighed   and   rolled   his   eyes.   “You   don’t   know,   I   might   have   changed   my   mind!   With   the  
big-ass   fluffy   snow-beast   dress   and-”   My   fiancé   laughed.   “We’ll   invite   five   hundred   people   even  
though   I   only   know   like   ten.”  
 



/

“Just   give   the   guest   list   to   my   mother,   and   she’ll   have   a   thousand   people   she   could  
invite.”  
 

My   nose   scrunched   up   automatically   in   disgust.   “Ewww…   Can   you   imagine   having   to   do  
that   in   front   of   a   thousand   strangers?”   I   stuck   out   my   tongue.   “In   a   church.   In   a   one   hundred  
pound   dress.   I’d   die   there.”  
 

Jasper   nodded   his   head   again.   “Yeah,   it’s   actual   torture.   We’re   definitely   not,   but   we   can  
talk   about   that   later.   Would   you   like   me   to   feed   you   some   cake,   Goddess?”   He   asked   flirtatiously  
as   he   kissed   along   my   jaw.   
 

“No,   I   still   totally   want   spankings.”   He   pulled   back   to   look   at   me   again,   his   eyebrow  
raised.   “You   don’t   have   to   tell   our   imaginary   kids   that   part.   Daddy   got   down   on   one   knee,   and  
then   he   took   mommy   over   it.”  
 

His   mouth   moved   with   amusement   as   he   tried   to   think   of   how   he   wanted   to   respond.  
“Down   here,   or   are   you   ready   to   move   upstairs?”   He   asked,   nodding   his   head   at   the   door.   In  
answer,   I   picked   up   the   chocolate   cake   and   champagne   before   I   started   heading   towards   it.   He  
quickly   followed   behind   with   the   flutes.  
 

We   didn’t   really   sleep   at   all   that   night.   I   was   glad   someone   else   was   doing   all   the   heavy  
lifting.   I   knew   not   a   single   box   would   be   unpacked   after   they   arrived.   Luckily,   he   had   made   the  
bedroom   just   as   nice   as   the   sunroom.   He   had   his   sister   and   my   best   friend’s   help   with   that,   too.  
 

At   ten   in   the   morning,   he   finally   woke   me   up   with   coffee   and   a   kiss.   “So,   the   movers   will  
be   at   your   place   around   one.   Do   you   want   to   go   over   there   to   take   a   shower?”   
 

“Probably   a   good   idea.   I   have   chocolate   in   funny   places.”  
 

Chuckling,   he   wiggled   his   eyebrows   at   me   playfully.   There   was   definitely   chocolate   on  
his   forehead   still.   I   smudged   it   away   with   my   thumb.   
 

I   had   brought   no   clothing,   so   I   just   put   on   my   dress   from   the   night   before.   He   switched  
into   his   jeans   and   t-shirt.   We   were   mismatched,   but   it   didn’t   matter.   I   smiled   at   him   happily.  
 

The   sun   was   blinding   bright   when   we   got   outside.   Groaning,   I   covered   my   eyes   as   I  
twisted   my   head   away   from   the   light.   Jasper   was   holding   my   other   hand   as   we   walked   to   the  
car.   When   we   got   to   the   bottom   of   the   three   stairs,   he   stopped.   I   turned   to   look   at   him   in  
confusion.   My   fiancé   looked…   horrified   and   angry.   His   cheeks   were   red   hot,   his   forehead  
wrinkled.   Slowly,   I   followed   his   gaze.   It   took   a   moment   for   my   new   car   to   come   into   focus.   
 

“Hello   Bella,”   was   etched   into   the   bright   red   paint   job,   over   and   over   again.   
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