
  
    
      
    
  


  
    
      Stepbrother’s Secret

    

    
      
        Jessa Kane

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Tristan

      

      

      

      A headache stirs behind my eyes.

      I’m impatient.

      I’m in the midst of my reelection campaign for the Connecticut governor’s seat. There is definitely no time for a secret side trip to the wilds of North Carolina to collect a wayward child.

      I stare across the limousine to where my father, Elton, and my stepmother, Rebecca, clutch hands tightly on the seat, completely enamored with one another, but visibly nervous over reaching our destination. Night has fallen and the sun is hidden behind the ancient, gnarled trees that line the dirt road on which we’re traveling. Toward the backwoods marshland where my stepsister, whom I’ve never met, is apparently fending for herself.

      “I had no idea my ex-husband was dead,” Rebecca whispers into the tense silence. “You believe me, don’t you, Tristan? I never would have left my own daughter down here alone. I would have come sooner…”

      My nod is tight. The explanation hardly matters.

      Only a solution.

      Which is why we’ve come to bring the child to Connecticut.

      My father and Rebecca met on vacation and fell in love—although, I’m inclined to believe “love” is an exaggeration, no matter who it is being applied to. An excuse people make when they’re needy for companionship.

      Whether or not my father and Rebecca truly love each other is irrelevant, though. For the past two years, my new stepmother has been living in Hartford, Connecticut. Her daughter has been down here in North Carolina with her father. Happy to remain near her friends and the home where she grew up. Or so we assumed. Only yesterday did Rebecca find out her ex-husband had passed away a year prior, meaning the child has been down here, living by herself, without a dime or parental guidance.

      Everything that happens in or around my family has a direct effect on my political career. I’m at the end of my first term as the governor of Connecticut and on my way to being reelected. It wouldn’t look good if someone connected to me was neglecting their only daughter, leaving them to starve penniless in some swamp. And so here we are to bring my stepsister to civilization.

      I really don’t have time for this.

      The limousine stops moving and I glance up from my phone, only slightly curious about where the girl has been living.

      Jesus.

      It’s an isolated shack—and it’s literally falling down.

      There is a twirling line of smoke rising from the roof, chickens pecking around outside. Laundry dries on the line. My eyes linger momentarily on the row of thin, ripped panties, before I swiftly look away. “Let’s move fast,” I say. “I need to be back in Hartford by morning.”

      My father nods in agreement, as he should. He’s my campaign manager.

      There is some tension between us right now. I’m pissed that he allowed this situation to happen right under his nose. A wrench in the engine that could hurt my chances at reelection. Meanwhile, he’s caught between defending his wife and being contrite. But we move on autopilot now, synced, ready to do damage control.

      The three of us exit the limousine, Rebecca leading the way up the rotted porch, toward the front door of the shack. Is this where she lived in the early days of her marriage? Christ. If so, she’s definitely leveled up with my father’s estate overlooking the golf course in Hartford. A stiff wind could knock this place to the ground.

      Rebecca knocks, but there is no answer.

      She tries the door and finds it unlocked, walking inside, calling her daughter’s name.

      “Cate? Cate, are you here?”

      My father follows his wife into the home.

      I’m about to as well…when I hear a laugh.

      It’s a warm, bright sound. So full and ethereal, I can’t tell which direction it’s coming from. It’s part of the breeze, threaded in seamlessly, stirring the low hanging tree branches that scrape the roof of the shack.

      For some reason, that unbridled laugh tugs at my pulse.

      A pulse that seldom rises for any reason. There is no question a reporter can spew at me that I don’t know how to answer. There is no crisis that can’t be dealt with. At thirty, I’m the youngest sitting governor in the country—and the hardest to rile. Or catch off guard.

      There is no reason a girl’s laughter should have me swallowing so heavily, the lump in my throat barely makes it past my knotted tie.

      Frowning, I reverse my steps down the porch, following the sound. Compelled to do so, my pulse ticking in my neck. It’s coming from behind the house, somewhere among the grove of crowded trees. Moonlight reaches in through the branches, guiding my way along the gravel trail, the laughter growing louder. Closer. Until I reach a clearing.

      Even before I step out into the moonlit glen, I have the sensation of free falling. Pressure gathers in my chest, the wind tunneling around me, mouth dry. All I can hear is that laugh. That sweet, girlish melody. It’s so free. Unpracticed. I’ve never heard anything like it.

      I shake my head. The endless working hours I’ve been keeping must be taking their toll. Refusing to hesitate another second, I step into the clearing and…

      There she is.

      My knees have never weakened a moment in my life, but I truly come close to kneeling involuntarily now. Dropping down to my knees, right there in the tall, swaying grass. Aren’t men supposed to kneel in the presence of an angel, anyway?

      I have to be dreaming.

      The beauty in front of me is simply not real.

      A barefoot girl in a white nightgown sits on a tire swing, flying back and forth over the grass, her long blonde hair rippling behind her in the wind. She’s surrounded by a parade of fireflies. They seem drawn to her, dancing around her in praise. The moon kisses her face, illuminating the most beautiful eyes I’ve ever seen—and I’m not even close enough to determine their color. Every part of her is beautiful. And that innocent, tinkling laugh. It’s sweeping the glade and piercing me right in the throat.

      This girl…is my stepsister?

      Cate.

      I must say her name out loud, because her head turns in my direction, her big eyes turning to saucers. She clings tighter to the rope attached to the tire swing, her thighs wrapping around it—and that slight movement makes my cock hard as fuck. Before I can stop it, I’m imagining those lithe thighs around my waist, her nightgown bunched in my hands.

      Not good. This is not good at all.

      I don’t even recall asking Rebecca her daughter’s age.

      Not that the specific number matters. Cate is related to me by marriage.

      My body doesn’t seem to care, though, and I’m walking toward her before I can stop myself. I have no choice but to get closer and memorize every single thing about her. Devour information about her. Eat it whole.

      “Who’re you, mister?” Cate gasps in a southern accent thick as oil, holding tighter to the swing. “You come here in that fancy suit to be takin’ my house? For the bank?”

      “No.” When I’m within ten yards, I notice her blonde hair is tangled. There is dirt caked to her feet, her calves. But it’s not enough to detract from the smooth, tan skin beneath. Not enough to make her any less beautiful. God, this sweet girl has been out here all alone? Vulnerable to men and animals and inclement weather? How did she survive? How dare she be neglected like this. Never again. “I’m Tristan,” I rasp. “Your stepbrother.”

      Her nose wrinkles. “Don’t got a stepbrother.”

      Tutoring. She’s going to need a lot of it. I’ll arrange it as soon as we’re back in Hartford.

      Even as my solution-driven mind makes those necessary plans, however, something inside me rebels over the idea of changing a single thing about her. She’s an uncut diamond. Wild and unspoiled. And yet, if she’s going to be in the ruthless, unforgiving political spotlight, she’ll need to be taught how to speak correctly. She’ll need to be domesticated.

      Is that what you really want?

      “My father married your mother. Rebecca. We’ve come to bring you home.”

      “We?” Cate breathes, looking beyond my shoulder. “My mama is here?”

      Something sharp digs into my throat. “Yes.” I step forward. “Let me help you down from there. I’ll bring you to see her.”

      Fuck me. Up close, she’s a…filthy, unkempt little thing. Yes. But her beauty, inner and outer, shines through so brightly, it kicks up an ache in my limbs, my chest. Her eyes are wide and blue, fathomless. Dangerous. She’s already extremely dangerous to my sanity. The rope of the swing is tucked in between her young thighs, pressing tightly to her pussy—and I cannot think about my stepsister’s pussy. Or how she’s wearing no panties. Or bra. The material of the nightgown is thin enough to make that very plain.

      She’s hesitant to let me help her down off the swing.

      Hell, she should be.

      My dick is as stiff as iron, pulsing in my briefs. Being near her is driving me wild. Making me hotter than I’ve ever been in my life. What will I do once my hands are on her?

      Hesitantly, lip caught between her teeth, she unwraps her fingers from around the rope, placing her hands on my shoulders. “Where are y’all going to bring me?”

      “Connecticut,” I manage, reaching up to capture her slim waist. “Hartford.”

      “Oh.”

      I lift her off the swing, but I don’t set her down.

      I know I should, but when her naked thighs drag down on either side of my hips, I hold her there, one of my forearms hooking beneath her ass almost desperately. Needing her to stay right there. I’m not a man who embraces. I do firm handshakes. But my arms band around her automatically, slowly, slowly, flattening her against my chest and cautiously, Cate wraps around me, the way she was wrapped around the swing, her bare feet dangling near my knees.

      Jesus Christ.

      It’s pure heaven.

      It’s pure sin.

      My hand strokes down over Cate’s hair and she softens, laying her head on my shoulder. “I’m going to take good care of you now,” I vow, rocking her gently. “You’re safe.”

      “Cate! Cate!’” Rebecca’s calling voice cuts through the night, through the moment I’ve woven against my better judgment, and I have no choice but to set my stepsister down, my arms missing the weight of her immediately.

      What the hell are you thinking?

      Laughing again, Cate streaks across the glen and into her mother’s arms.

      I’m so absorbed by the girl and her bubbly happiness, I almost don’t notice my father watching me through the dense copse of trees. How long has he been standing there?

      A minute later, I have my answer.

      He steps past Rebecca and Cate, stopping in front of me where I still stand by the tire swing. “You think a neglected, backwoods stepsister would have caused a political scandal?” My father’s voice is stern. It’s his campaign manager tone. “Just imagine what would happen if you got caught fucking her.”

      I grind my jaw. “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.”

      “You sure about that?” He glances back at the tearful reunion taking place. “Maybe we should keep the girl in North Carolina. You know the press watches you like a hawk, Tristan. If she’s going to be a temptation, Rebecca can travel back and forth—”

      “Listen to yourself. I’m not a fucking animal. And I’m not going to do something to jeopardize my reelection,” I growl. “She’s coming to Connecticut.”

      “You’re sure?”

      Am I?

      Yes.

      Of course I’m sure. I’m not going to sleep with my goddamn stepsister.

      Not only is it wrong. Forbidden, based solely on our relationship through marriage. Not only is it sick, considering she’s probably too young. But my father is right about the press constantly hounding me. They’ve decided my age and the way I look makes me interesting. I’m an eligible bachelor to them, instead of a serious politician, but this reelection and the progress I’ve made is slowly changing that. Whatever feelings I have already developed for Cate need to be suppressed. Fast.

      Before I do something that could ruin me.

      Easier said than done.
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      I’ve never been on an airplane before.

      I’ve especially never been on a private one with leather seats softer than butter. Clean carpeting and little curtains covering the windows. I’m really glad my mother suggested I take a shower and change before we left for the airfield because I would have felt terrible traipsing mud all over the place. Even in my best blue dress, I feel out of place in such luxury.

      Now, I sit on a leather bench across from my stepbrother, Tristan, ankles crossed together, my hands wringing in my lap.

      Lord in heaven, I’ve never seen anything like him.

      His green eyes are the sharpest, most intelligent ones I’ve ever seen. Mama said he’s a politician. An important one who might even be president one day. I can believe it. He looks at me like he’s trying to read every single thought in my head. Well thank goodness he can’t. My thoughts would probably sound incredibly simple or boring to a man like him. He must know every fact and figure in the whole world.

      I don’t have a television or anything, but back when daddy was still alive, he used to bring back the Sunday paper from the store. There were always politicians’ pictures in black and white, but I don’t remember a single one of them looking like Tristan. No sir.

      He’s beautiful.

      Like a movie star or something.

      His hair is the color of hickory tree bark after it rains. His eyes remind me of my beloved glen, the one that is now miles below us. A speck in the distance. And since Tristan is trying to read my mind, I try really hard not to think about how he held me in that glen, so close to his big, hard body, his skin smelling of fine cologne. I shouldn’t be hoping he hugs me like that again, should I? I don’t have a lot of experience with family or even people, in general, but I know kin don’t get so close they can feel each other’s breath on their necks.

      The memory causes an alarming tingle between my thighs and I quickly cross my legs, watching as Tristan’s green eyes darken to another shade.

      “We should discuss plans,” he says in that Yankee accent. “For Cate.”

      Mama, who is sitting to my right, perks up. “Yes, that’s a great idea, Tristan. Obviously, she’s going to live with your father and I. At least at the beginning—”

      “She’ll have her own place,” Tristan interrupts, reaching toward a sideboard laden with crystal decanters, pouring himself a glass of something amber colored and resting it on his knee. “I’ve already reached out to a realtor. The apartment is being prepared as we speak”

      “I…oh,” sputters Mama, trading a glance with her new husband. “May I ask why she’s going to stay somewhere else?”

      “The press watches your home closely, as well as mine. I don’t want them speculating on Cate or hounding her.” Tristan’s jaw ticks as he discusses me. “Not until she’s better prepared.”

      “Prepared for what?” I ask.

      Tristan’s father, Elton…who I guess is my new stepdaddy, answers. “The press can be a little relentless, especially when it comes to Tristan. He’s right to put you somewhere neutral until you know how to deal with aggressive reporters. They’ll no doubt be quite interested in you.”

      That seems to annoy Tristan, his eyes darkening another degree. “Exactly how much schooling do you have, Cate?”

      My face heats with embarrassment and I can’t help but squirm on the seat. I’ve never been humiliated by my lack of education. I know how to read and count money and fend for myself. Aren’t those the most important skills one can have? But with my gorgeous, sophisticated stepbrother questioning me, I suddenly wish I could curl into a ball. “Um…just about up through the middle of high school, sir. That’s when Daddy got to feeling bad.”

      To my relief, Tristan only nods once, no pity or judgment in his expression.

      He’s merely taking in information, thoughts taking wing in his mind. Solutions, too, I bet. Lord, he’s so smart. I wish I could be just like him.

      I’m distracted from mooning over my stepbrother—which I shouldn’t be doing anyway—when my mother sniffles into a tissue, tears brimming in eyes the same color as mine. “I’m so sorry, Cate. I had no idea your father was ill. I just…I just assumed you two didn’t want to speak to me, after the way I left, and that’s why I never heard from you. I tried calling, but it said the number was unavailable. I thought you’d changed it.”

      “Phone died about two months after Daddy,” I say quietly, patting her shoulder. “It’s okay, Mama. You didn’t know.”

      “My poor girl. You were all alone,” she hiccups.

      “No. I had the fireflies.”

      A few silent beats pass until Tristan clears his throat hard. “We’ll hire tutors.” His voice sounds like gravel, his brow knitted. “Someone who can work with her speech and etiquette. Another instructor for academics.”

      “I can make an appointment for a house call with my stylist,” suggests my mother.

      “Yes,” Tristan says slowly, his eyes traveling down to my crossed legs and back up slowly. “You will give the stylist my number, though. I don’t want a single change made to Cate without my permission.”

      My head is starting to spin. “Changes? What do you mean?”

      Mama smiles at me gently. “A new haircut, clothes. Things like that. Won’t it be nice?”

      I finger the frayed hem of my best dress, feeling another hot flash of embarrassment. Compared to the finery my mother is wearing, it’s a cleaning rag. These people are bringing me into their fold and helping me better myself. And even though I had the fireflies to keep me company in the evenings, there’s no denying how lonely I’ve been. Now I get to have a real family again. Like I used to have, before Mama left. I have people who care enough about me to swoop in on their fancy plane and make plans for my future—and I’m going to be grateful. I’m going to try really hard to be whatever they reckon I should be.

      Even if I think the current me is just fine as is. Because maybe I’m wrong.

      Maybe I haven’t learned enough to be sure.

      “Yes,” I whisper, smiling at the three of them. “That’ll be real nice.”
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      It’s still dark outside when we land. There is another limousine waiting for us on the tarmac and everyone just climbs inside, like it’s no big deal to fly around in jets and ride around in the backs of limousines all the time. We stop outside a house that makes my jaw drop into my lap, it’s so enormous. Manicured and pristine beneath the stars.

      My mother leans over and kisses my cheek. “Good night, Cate. I’ll see you soon, okay?”

      “You live here?” I whisper, still staring out the window, dumbstruck.

      “Yes.” She laughs quietly, but it turns into a yawn. “And I’m definitely overdue in my bed. Tristan is going to bring you to your new place, okay? I’ll be over as soon as I can to see you. You’re not alone anymore. We just have to be careful about this…transition.”

      Because they’re not ready to present me to the public.

      I nod, hoping she can’t see the pink staining my cheeks. “I know. Good night, Mama.”

      “Good night.”

      My mother and stepfather climb out of the limousine, but not before Tristan and Elton spend a few moments staring at each other, hard, as if daring the other to back down. I wonder what that’s about.

      Somehow with two less people in the back of the limousine, it seems infinitely smaller.

      Tristan is across from me, his long legs stretched out and nearly reaching mine. He sits silently, watching me with one arm laid across the back of the leather seat, his jaw bunched like he’s chewing on metal. In the darkness of the vehicle, held captive in the intensity of my stepbrother’s stare, I feel vulnerable. Exposed in my threadbare dress.

      “Are you overwhelmed, Cate?”

      His deep voice almost makes me gasp, my head aching to fall back against the seat. Just so I can close my eyes and let the gruff, cultured quality of it swallow me like a wave. “Yes,” I whisper. “I don’t want to disappoint anybody.”

      The limousine pulls out of the driveway and turns down a tree-lined avenue, silent, dotted with towering streetlamps. One of those lamps lights Tristan’s face long enough for me to see his frown. “You’ve been left to fend for yourself in a hovel and you’re worried about being a disappointment? Perhaps you should be disappointed in the adults who allowed that to happen.”

      “I am an adult,” I whisper, though I don’t know why it feels like a secret I’m passing on. “Just this past May.”

      Slowly, his fingers curl into a fist where they rest on the seat. “I see.” It takes him a moment to continue. “Still, that wasn’t always the case, was it?”

      “No. It wasn’t. But I done just fine and kept on breathing.” I study my knees a moment. When I look back up, he’s staring at them, too. Where they press tightly together, the way I watched my mother do on the plane ride. Ladylike. “Tristan?”

      Is that a shiver that passes though him? “Yes?”

      I hedge for a few seconds. “Did my mother come to get me ’cause she missed me? Or ’cause she was worried it’d hurt your career if people found out I was all alone down in the marsh?”

      A single brow raises. “She missed you.” A pause. “And it would hurt my career.”

      “So…both?”

      Tristan inclines his head, though making the admission seems to trouble him.

      I nod, accepting that information. Trying not to be conflicted over it. Of course there’s a reason they made such a big deal of collecting me fast, quietly under the cover of night. Just like there’s a reason they’re going to keep me in an apartment, teach me things and dress me up. I’m not one of them yet. But do I want to be?

      Already, I’m a little homesick for my tire swing and fireflies.

      For the creaky floorboards of my house.

      Squishy mud between my toes.

      I packed up as many of Daddy’s things as I could, but I also miss the memories of him walking through the rooms. His laughter. Even the smell of his menthol cigarettes. We were all each other had for a long time.

      “Everything is going to be okay, Cate.”

      “I know,” I say, though I’m not as confident as he sounds.

      Looking across the seat at my stepbrother, I find myself extremely curious about him. He’s so intense, so laser focused, but every once in a while, I catch him softening when he watches me. I don’t know how to feel about those too-brief slip-ups or how to read him. Does he like me or am I just a responsibility?

      My father always used to tell me I asked inappropriate questions and made people uncomfortable. Maybe it’s in his honor that I blurt, “Are you married?”

      A vein ticks in his temple. “No.”

      “Oh.” Why am I so relieved? “Why?”

      He starts to answer, stops. And begins again. “It has been suggested, mostly by my father, that I marry to further my career. Voters like to see a family unit, but I don’t want to make life decisions because they’ll look good on a billboard.” His tone thickens. “And there have been no women I’ve wanted to make time for.”

      “You’re making time for me,” I point out without thinking, immediately wishing I could cast a line and reel the words back into my mouth. “B-but I’m your stepsister, so it’s different.”

      “Yes.” His gaze bores into mine, then slowly travels down to the bodice of my dress. To the buttons that became harder to close when my breasts came in. “It’s different.”

      The limousine rolls to a stop outside a tall building. So tall I have to lean sideways and tilt my head to see the top. It seems to stretch all the way up into the clouds. “No way. Is this where I’m going to live?”

      “Yes.” Voice tight, Tristan doesn’t wait for the driver to open the door, but pushes out himself, briskly, as if escaping something. Though he does reach a hand back into the running vehicle to help me out. “Come.”

      We hold hands a few seconds longer than necessary after I’ve exited.

      Both of us look down at our joined hands and the sight of my small one in his much larger hold tickles something low in my tummy. Tristan makes a sound in his throat, gently rubbing a circle onto the small of my wrist. And I barely stop myself from sagging against him, that one small touch turning me into a beehive of sensation.

      What is going on with me?

      I shouldn’t want to hold hands with my stepbrother, should I?

      Finally, Tristan lets go and steps back, guiding me toward the building with his fingers on the small of my back. A doorman opens the glass double doors for us and we step into a black and white marble hallway with gold accents, green potted plants spaced evenly apart. My mouth is open wide enough to catch files, but I can’t believe this is where I’m going to live. I’ve read about doorman buildings in some of my books and old editions of Daddy’s Sunday paper, but I never expected to see one in real life, let alone call one my home.

      Tristan presses a button for the elevator. My first ride in one. Ever.

      I’m excited…right until I step into it. And it starts to fly up. Up. All the way to the top of this building that reaches into the clouds? Oh God. Oh God. That’s so high!

      “Cate?” I look over at my stepbrother to see him watching me with mounting concern. “Jesus, are you all right?”

      I shake my head vigorously.

      That’s how I end up in Tristan’s arms, clinging to him like I did in the glen.

      Only this time, I don’t know how I’ll ever let go.
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      Fuck.

      I stare at our reflection on the other side of the elevator. At the girl using my forearm as a seat for her impertinent backside, my opposite hand buried in her unruly blonde hair.

      Her legs hugging my waist like a lifeline.

      Trembling. The way she might after an orgasm.

      My cock has been hard since I saw Cate on the tire swing, but it begins to leak now, no longer able to withstand the pressure she creates in my balls. The goddamn dress barely covers her backside and God help me, I lift the hem a few inches, groaning silently at the tight, tanned cheeks of her ass, spread just enough to show me her light pink asshole. I drop the hem quickly before she notices, calling myself a sick bastard for taking advantage of her when she’s obviously terrified. Clinging to me for comfort, trusting me because I’m her stepbrother.

      I can’t touch her.

      Can’t turn and pin her to the wall of the elevator, hit the emergency stop button and fuck her virginal body, our relation be damned.

      How can I even consider it?

      There is a camera in this elevator. I’m already going to have to perform damage control from simply holding Cate like this. With her pussy squeezed up against my fly, all hot and sweet, no panties to cover her. She’s so inexperienced, she doesn’t even seem to register my throbbing erection or what it means, even though she certainly feels it.

      God. God, how am I going to stand this? Being near her? I should have avoided this temptation at all costs, but when my father suggested she remain in North Carolina, I couldn’t abide that, either. I need her near me. Need to care for her. Protect her.

      I turn my head and inhale the wild berry scent of her hair, barely resisting the impulse to open my mouth on her neck, get the taste of her on my tongue.

      The elevator dings and she trembles again, whimpering and tightening her hold around my neck. Man, you truly are a bastard. Instead of comforting her, I’m lusting for her young body in ways I’ve never lusted before. Didn’t even know were possible.

      “It’s okay, sweetheart,” I say gruffly, unfurling my fist from her hair to stroke it gently. And when she relaxes a little, my heartstrings pull taut. “I should have warned you how fast it would go. I forget you haven’t been exposed to a lot of things and I apologize.”

      “No, I’m sorry,” she whispers. “You must think I’m so silly.”

      “I could never think that.”

      The elevator doors open and I step out of the elevator, into the marble corridor. Slowly, I carry her down the hallway lined with paintings and golden sconces, counting the cameras that turn slowly to keep us in view.

      On the ride from the airport, I received a text from the realtor with the apartment number, letting me know there would be a key waiting beneath the welcome mat. But I’ll need to set down my stepsister in order to retrieve it. I’m loath to do so, even though we’re being watched, even though it’s fucked up and has already gone too far, but I linger with her in my arms, rocking her side to side, absorbing the innocent heat between her legs.

      “I have to set you down now, Cate. So I can get the key. Are you okay?”

      She nods into my neck, her legs unhooking from around my hips. With a sniff, she slides down the front of me, her eyes reflecting her curiosity when her softness drags over my erection. Thankfully, she only studies me through her eyelashes, but doesn’t ask questions. What the hell would I say? That in less than five hours, I’ve developed a deep, dark obsession with my stepsister and it’s taking further hold by the second?

      Grinding my back teeth, I open the apartment door and gesture for her to precede me inside. She does so with wide blue eyes, her hands coming up to lay flat on her cheeks. “Oh my lord.” Her steps slow. “This can’t be where I’m sleepin’.”

      If things were different, she’d be sleeping in my bed.

      I’d be fucking her in it.

      I’d never let her out.

      But things aren’t different. She’s my eighteen-year-old stepsister and a non-platonic relationship with her would tank my career. I’d never hold office again. And maybe I’m idealistic, but this is a job I believe in. I kick my ass every day of the week to make sure I keep my promises to voters. Furthermore, I take pleasure in exposing my colleagues who don’t keep theirs. Since I was young, my dream has been the White House. Several people on my team, including my father, are counting on me to make that happen. I can make a difference there. And dammit, I have more willpower than this, don’t I?

      Heart in my mouth, I watch Cate circle the apartment. She inches toward the balcony door like a kitten on a ledge, her fingers crammed against her lips. “I’ve never been up this high,” she whispers shakily.

      “I wouldn’t bring you anywhere that isn’t safe.” My voice resonates with that promise. A hunger for her trust. “You know that, don’t you, Cate?

      She looks at me and nods solemnly. As if she senses how much her answer means. “I know, Tristan.”

      The way she whispers my name like a prayer helps nothing. It’s already tattooed on my brain. I’m going to hear it in my sleep. Replaying in my head every second of the day. “The bellman will bring up your suitcase. And I’ve asked one of my assistants to leave some toiletries in the en suite bathroom. Food in the fridge.” I search the entry table for what I’m looking for, picking it up. “This is a phone with my number programmed inside, as well as your mother’s. If you need anything at all, or there’s something you don’t understand, call me. I will always pick up. Okay?”

      Cate blinks. “Are you leaving?”

      “I have to leave,” I answer, barely recognizing my ragged voice. “I’m going to have a tutor here to begin your lessons at noon tomorrow.”

      She nods, her gaze straying to the twinkling lights of Hartford stretching beyond the balcony. “How long will I have to do the lessons?

      Again, I struggle with the prospect of changing a single thing about her. But if she’s going to be a visible member of the family, I want her to be prepared. I wouldn’t be able to stand it if she was caught off guard by a question and ridiculed by the press. “Long enough to make you comfortable.”

      I was struck by her astuteness on the drive over, when she asked if her mother missed her or wanted to avoid a scandal. And I’m struck by it again when she asks, “Is it really me you want to make comfortable?” Before I can answer, she’s wandered into the bedroom and I don’t follow her there. I can’t.

      I leave the apartment feeling like my chest has been razed.

      I yank on my tie in the elevator, loosening it so I can breathe, my instincts imploring me to get back out of the elevator. Return to the apartment. Cate.

      No. Do not go back.

      Do not go back there.

      I manage to remain in place, staring at my reflection in the elevator mirror without really seeing it. Only hearing her voice in my head.

      Is it really me you want to make comfortable?

      I walk into the lobby with a gut full of bullet holes, rounding the corner to the security office without hesitation. Knocking on the door.

      A bald man in a headset answers, his expression smug.

      He looks me over, like he knew it all along. Like he knew I wasn’t the altruistic man I portray on television or in the papers. Maybe I’m not. “Hello, Governor Garner.”

      Behind him, there is a wall of monitors. Footage feeding through the cameras in the elevators, hallways, common areas. “Erase the footage,” I say through my teeth.

      He tosses a chip into his mouth. “How much?”

      My jaw strains until it comes close to snapping. And maybe I’m not altruistic at all. Maybe I’m not smart enough to stay away from the one thing that could wreck my chances at the White House. Because against my good judgment, I say, “Here’s a better question. How much to make sure the cameras stay off whenever I’m in the building?”
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        * * *

      

      I’m in a meeting with staffers the following afternoon when my phone rings.

      Every moment since I left Cate she has filled my thoughts, so when her tutor’s number flashes across the screen of my cell, I answer immediately, starved for a morsel of information about my stepsister. A hint at her progress. A whisper of her voice in the background. Give me anything.

      Phone pressed to my ear, I use my shoulder to push through the conference room door. “How is she do…” My question trails off when I hear a plane flying overhead on the other end of the line. People shouting. Bike bells dinging. And my breath turns to a block of ice in my throat. “Have you brought her outside?”

      “I haven’t brought her anywhere! She refuses to listen!” the harried tutor, a former university professor named Justine, complains in my ear. “She got bored with the material, so we took a break. Next thing I know, she’s running into the park barefoot, chasing a rabbit!”

      Panic ripples through me. I want her indoors, goddammit. Contained and safe. She is too pure, to magical to be just running around among normal people. They could hurt her. They could try and take her from me. She hasn’t lived with the threats of normal society and doesn’t know how to recognize them. “Get her back in the building. Now.”

      “I beg your pardon, Governor. I have not been paid to drag my student around by the hair! Oh Jesus, now she’s climbing a tree. Cate! Get down from there!”

      “Christ.” I drag a hand down my face. “You’re in the park behind the building?”

      “Yes.”

      “Try and keep her in one place. I’m on my way.”

      I don’t bother returning to the meeting to let my staff know where I’m going. The less people who know about Cate, the better, until she is ready to be formally introduced as a member of the Garner family. A group of interns watch me curiously as I cut through the carpeted hallways of the governor’s offices and push through the double doors out into the sunshine. My weekday driver is leaned up against the side of his SUV reading the paper, but one look at my face and he’s diving into the vehicle to start the engine.

      “Colt Park.” I slam the back door. “Quickly.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      God, what is this possessiveness burrowed so deeply underneath my skin? I don’t like her running around outside, strangers witnessing her beauty, the way she flits around like a fairy from a story book. How selfish of me wanting Cate for my eyes alone, but I can’t seem to help it. She became mine the moment I saw her in the glen, laughing beneath the stars.

      My chest tightens at the memory. So tight that I’m almost winded by the time we pull into the lane beside the park and I jump out, scanning the acres of green fields, past the baseball fields to the thicket of trees…

      There.

      She’s on the top of a hill surrounded by laughing children, showing them how to harness the wind and properly fly their kite. Bystanders are clustered at the base of the hill, watching the scene play out. Watching my stepsister as if enthralled—and I know the feeling too well. Well enough that I don’t want anyone else to have it, especially the men whose notice she’s drawing. More and more by the second.

      The tutor is nowhere to be seen.

      Teeth clenched, I rip my wallet out of my back pocket and buy a baseball cap from a vendor, securing it on my head and jogging in Cate’s direction. The crowd has grown since I arrived and it’s no wonder, since Cate looks like something from another time and place. In a flimsy, faded pink dress and no shoes, hair wind-tangled and flying in every direction, she’s too beautiful to be believed. Quite literally stopping people in their tracks. Men.

      Of course they’re staring. She’s incredible. Laughing the world’s most honest, enthralling laugh. She’s wild, like no one and nothing else. Most pressing, though, is the fact that she’s wearing no bra and her tits are ready to pop out of her dress, her long, lithe legs flexing with the effort to battle the wind. A breeze lifts the hem of her dress and I see the sun-kissed, bottom curve of her buns, my cock thickening painfully at the sight. And I’m not the only one she’s arousing, just by being herself. I hear the soft groans, notice the male onlookers drawing their overcoats tighter around their bodies, hands vanishing out of sight.

      “Cate,” I grit out, trying to keep my face averted as I climb the hill. “Give the kite back. We’re going home.”

      “Tristan,” she whispers, looking up at me with sparkling eyes—and my breath is robbed straight out of my lungs. My God, she’s an angel. “You’re here.”

      I swallow around the object in my throat. “Yes, I’m here. Now, do as you’re told, please. I’m bringing you back to the apartment.”

      She hands the kite over to a child and her shoulders slump, making me feel like a bastard. “But it’s so beautiful outside.”

      “Yes, but today was the start of your lessons. They’re meant to be taken seriously.” I take Cate’s arm, keeping my head down and guiding her down the hill. I don’t even risk a look to see if I’ve been recognized. “You ran off on your instructor.”

      So low I can barely hear her, she mumbles, “She was mean.”

      My stride hitches, anger rearing its head inside of me, sharp and ugly. “She was mean to you? How?”

      Cate starts to tell me something, but changes her mind and looks down at her bare toes. “Never mind. I’ll go back and pay good attention.”

      “No.” I tip her chin up and herd her closer to my body, knowing damn well I’m playing a dangerous game. We’re blocked from view by the SUV now and my driver is discreet as they come, but anyone could walk past, not to mention her apartment building looms across the street, hundreds of windows facing our direction. “If she was unkind to you, sweetheart, I want to know about it.”

      My stepsister shakes her head, mouth in a stubborn line.

      “Cate.”

      After a moment, she sighs. “She told me I had to get rid of my accent fast. Because I sound like gutter trash.”

      Red blooms behind my eyes, my temples pounding.

      How dare anyone insult this guileless girl?

      How could anyone live with themselves after treading on her spirit?

      I hear footsteps behind me on the curb and turn to find the tutor coming in our direction. “There you are.” She laughs nervously and hands Cate a pair of sandals, which my stepsister puts on quickly. And I definitely don’t miss the way the tutor’s eyes harden when she looks at Cate. “After you jumped out of the tree, I couldn’t find you. Shall we resume your lessons now?”

      “No. She won’t be resuming anything. Not with you.” I turn my body, so I’m blocking Cate from view. “You’re dismissed. Permanently. But you’re going to apologize to my stepsister first or you can count on me to be your worst reference. I doubt a bad review will be taken lightly coming from the governor.”

      Justine’s pinched mouth drops open. “I didn’t…I was only trying to impress on her the importance of—”

      “Still waiting on that apology.” I tug Cate up against my side. “Direct it at her, please. Not me. And you better hope she accepts it.”

      The tutor bows at the waist, sputtering. “I’m so sorry, Cate. I was terribly out of line.”

      “Keep going,” I say coldly.

      “No, Tristan,” Cate whispers softly, pulling on my sleeve. “Please, no more. I accept.”

      “Lucky for her.” Not wanting Cate reminded of the woman’s insult for another second, I take her soft arm and guide her across the street, back toward her building.

      “Are you comin’ up with me?” Cate asks, hopefully, jogging to keep up with my stride.

      I slow down to match her pace. “I have to work, sweetheart. I’ve already postponed…”

      Her crestfallen expression has me trailing off in the middle of what was saying. Jesus. Disappointing this girl is like a knife carving up my guts. But being alone with her is self-destructive. I’m hard. So fucking hard. Jealous over the male attention she courted in the park. All I want to do is rip that dress off her fresh, supple body and bury my cock between her thighs. Turn off my phone, forget my responsibilities and spend a week riding her in every position. I’d die to ignore the fact that she’s my much younger stepsister. Career suicide in the flesh.

      But I can’t do that.

      I can’t.

      Still, she blinks up at me and the world around us becomes an afterthought.

      There’s only her. This sweet firefly fairy from the glen.

      “I can come up for a little while,” I say, my voice like gravel.
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      Trying not to stare at Tristan as he makes himself comfortable in my apartment is an impossible challenge. He’s so gloriously vibrant and strong and heroic. How quickly he’s become the man who saves me. Pulling me down into his arms from the tire swing. Rescuing me from that mean woman who seemed to loathe me on site. And he touches me.

      Remembering the sensation of his solid arms holding me close, I clamp my lips together so I won’t moan out loud.

      I haven’t been touched much in my life at all. Before my parents started fighting all the time and Mama left, she used to give me hugs. Back when I was in school, others students used to brush up against me in the hallway, but until Tristan hugged me in the glen, I didn’t realize how much I’ve been craving skin to skin contact.

      Although I don’t have a lot of experience being touched, I know there is a difference in the way Mama hugs me and the way Tristan does it. There’s also a vast difference in the way my stepbrother’s touch makes me feel. Ticklish and tingly between my legs. Breathless. Like my heart could up and race right out of my body. I don’t know if that’s the right or wrong way to feel when my stepbrother holds me, but I don’t think it’s something that can be controlled.

      He removes his suit jacket and loosens his tie, sauntering to the balcony door and staring out across the park while rolling up the sleeves of his white dress shirt. “I owe you an apology, too, Cate.” Brows drawn together, he looks back at me over his broad shoulder. “I should have been more careful about who I hired. Impeccable credentials don’t speak to a person’s character. I won’t make the same mistake again.”

      “You don’t have to ’pologize.”

      “Yes, I do. Your feelings being hurt is unacceptable.” He holds my gaze. “If anyone does it in the future, you’ll tell me immediately and I will handle it.”

      This time he’s not even touching me and I feel tingly. Everywhere. In the tips of my breasts, my lips, my fingertips. “Okay,” I murmur. “I will.”

      He turns, crosses his arms, looking so mighty and powerful, I have the urge to kneel. “How am I going to make it up to you?”

      Kiss me.

      I almost say it out loud, but manage to refrain. Maybe the tutor was right. Maybe I am trash, wanting my stepbrother to plant his big body on top of mine. To rut on top of me, the way I once saw Daddy do with Mama. The way the animals do in the marsh. “I, um…” I swallow, looking around for a distraction, and my attention snags on the remote control. “Could you maybe show me how to work the television?”

      Tristan stares for a moment, a line bunched in his cheek, then nods. “Of course.”

      Slowly, we approach the couch from opposite ends, meeting in the middle. His gaze trails down my neck, lingering on my breasts, his lips parting slightly on a rocky exhale. Is it because he likes my breasts? Or am I wearing the wrong thing and he disapproves? The whole time the tutor was here, she frowned at my chest, like it offended her. Does it offend Tristan?

      Not knowing what else to do, I sit down on the couch.

      And I spy that hard part of my stepbrother, protruding thickly from his lap, straining the zipper of his black suit pants. I know the male appendage is there for reproduction. Learned that much from the books I used to sneak from the town library, right before closing so no one would see me. But I didn’t know it remained stiff all the time. Tristan’s has been hard since the first time I met him in the glen, the rough bulk of it pressing up between my thighs. It’s taken everything inside of me not to rub against it, instinct compelling me to do so.

      Now, my curiosity gets the best of me and I lift a hand, trailing my fingers down the stiff ridge and Tristan curses vilely, grabbing my wrist. “Jesus Christ, Cate. What do you think you’re doing?”

      Heat prickles my cheeks. Lord, can I go five minutes without embarrassing myself or causing trouble? “I…I’m sorry. I jus’ wondered why…”

      “Why what?” Tristan snaps, adjusting the bulge so it’s not as prominent.

      Oh my, the sight of his hand there makes me feel sweaty and achy in odd places. And my voice sounds unnatural when I speak again. “You’re…it’s just that, i-it’s always hard.”

      “It’s not always hard. It’s…” He shoves a hand through his hair and sits beside me on the couch, leaving only the barest inch between the outsides of our thighs. “It’s complicated, Cate.”

      “It is?”

      He closes his eyes for long moments, as if attempting to control his breathing. “How much do you know about men and women?” His throat bobs. “About sex?”

      “Not too much. I know it’s how people make babies.” Talking about such intimate things with my stepbrother makes me feel shameful and excited all at once, my fingertips curling into the couch cushions. “And I accidentally walked in while my parents were, um…bein’ together once. So I know how b-bodies fit together.”

      Tristan’s eyes trace up my thighs.

      He wets his lips.

      “A man gets hard when his body decides it wants to be inside of a certain woman,” he rasps, tearing his eyes from my lap with seeming effort. “Sometimes…a man’s body doesn’t have the ability to discriminate whether it’s right or wrong. Do you understand?”

      “I think so,” I breathe, caught off guard by the warm pooling of moisture between my legs. The urge to squeeze my thighs together tightly. “Your body…likes mine? And it shouldn’t?”

      “That’s it exactly.” Tristan swipes at the perspiration forming on his upper lip and I can’t help it, I can’t help but devour the sight of that huge ridge behind his fly. He’s just admitted it’s stiff like that because of me and again, shame and excitement clash like swords inside of me. “You have a very beautiful body, Cate. It’s so tender and ripe. And Jesus…” He shakes his head, curses. “I shouldn’t be saying these things to you.”

      “I don’t mind,” I rush to say.

      “You should,” he says harshly, his nostrils flaring. “I’m just trying to make you understand…it’s difficult for me to be around you. I’m going to do my best to stay away.”

      Panic surges. “But not yet, right? You’re not leaving yet.” I rest a hand on his leg and he hisses a breath. “You’re goin’ to stay for a little while. Aren’t ya?”

      He exhales shakily. “Long enough to teach you how to use the television. And then I have to go. I have to. Please try and understand. Hurting your feelings is the last thing I want to do, sweetheart. God, you have to believe that. But I can’t act on what my body wants.”

      Because I’m his stepsister. Obviously.

      It’s proof that I’m not from this world, this proper society, that I’m so eager to break that rule, my body not much caring that we’re related by marriage. But I don’t push for my stepbrother to break the rule, because Tristan doesn’t think I’m trash. I don’t want him to change his mind. I don’t want him to look at me in disgust, the way that tutor did.

      “I understand,” I say, forcing a weak smile, scooting an appropriate distance away on the couch.

      He watches me go with a hard swallow, looking for all the world like he wants to drag me back. “There are two buttons at the top of the remote,” he says hoarsely. “One turns on the cable box, the other turns on the actual television.” He shows me the buttons as he refers to them. “This is the guide. You use the arrows to scroll through. When you find something you want to watch, highlight it and press enter.”

      Biting my lip and nodding, I do my best to commit everything to memory.

      “Here.” He hands me the remote, electricity sparking when our fingers brush together. “Test it out. I’ll make sure you’ve got it, before…before I go.”

      My heart sinks, but I try not to let the disappointment show on my face, holding the remote in front of me and pressing the top two buttons, one after the other.

      The television blinks on and I smile, a rush of laughter tumbling out. I got it on.

      Feeling Tristan’s eyes on me, I move on to the guide button, pressing it and looking at the words on the screen, all crowded up in their little boxes. Just like I am in this apartment. There’s a show called General Hospital playing right now and it sounds like as good a show as any, so I highlight and hit enter.

      And suddenly there are a man and a woman kissing on the screen.

      Passionately.

      The man’s hand drags up the woman’s thigh slowly, clutching at the hem of her skirt, twisting the garment in his hold, the sounds of their mating tongues reaching out and filling the space between me and Tristan. I’m riveted by the motions of their mouths, the anxious, unrepressed hunger on display. The way the man presses his body so tightly to the woman’s. Does he have a hard shaft, like Tristan? Does he want to be inside the woman?

      I don’t realize my breathing has turned to shallow pants until Tristan takes the remote from my hand and flips off the television, leaving the screen black. And the sound of our labored breathing fills the room.

      “I’m sorry,” I manage, pressing trembling fingers to my lips. “I didn’t know what it was.”

      “It’s okay,” he says sharply.

      “He…he had his tongue in her mouth. Is that normal?”

      “For the love of—we can’t talk about this, Cate.” His head falls into his hands, his perfect hair ruined by frustrated fingers. “Yes, it’s normal,” he rasps, after a tense pause.

      “Is it nice?”

      “Cate.”

      My eyes close and I try to imagine the texture of an open-mouthed kiss. It must be divine to connect with another person in such a way. To know one another’s taste. “I hope someone kisses me real good and proper like that someday,” I whisper.

      When I sense Tristan go still beside me on the couch, I open my eyes and look over—and find him regarding me with a warning in his eyes. “That’s a dangerous game, sweetheart. Talking about kissing other men while I’m sitting here with a hard-on for you.”

      “It doesn’t have to be other men.” What am I doing? Am I trying to convince my stepbrother to put his mouth on mine? Yes, I think I am. Even though he told me any touching between us couldn’t happen. That warning hasn’t saved me from being starved for the feel of his body, starved for connection with him. I have been since he held me, told me he would take good care of me. His words, his arms around me, the safety he offered…I want all of that on a higher level. An intimate level. “My first kiss could be with you.”

      “I’ve told you it cannot,” he fairly heaves.

      But he’s looking at my mouth.

      I try not to be obvious about scooting closer.

      “Cate, our parents are married. I’m twelve goddamn years older than you. Everything I’ve worked for, everything my staff has worked for, would be gone in a blink if I pursued this…thing between us and we were found out. These affairs never stay hidden. Not in politics. And worse than my own downfall…” He’s still staring at my mouth, the black of his pupils bleeding into the forest green of his eyes. “Much worse, you would be dragged through the mud. You’d be labeled as something you’re not. And I wouldn’t be able to stand that.”

      “I don’t much care what other people think of me.” I swallow hard, disappointed in myself from trying to tempt him into something that could ruin his life. “But I don’t want to hurt your career, Tristan. I would never want that.”

      I stand up from the couch, my intention to show him out, but when I try to walk past my stepbrother, his hand shoots out, gripping my waist. Stopping me in my tracks.

      Conflict wages a war on his face.

      I don’t breathe. Don’t move.

      I should walk away, but his big hand sears my hip in the most delicious way. And up close like this, I can smell his expensive cologne, I can see the shadowy growth of his beard, hear his rasping inhales, exhales.

      Slowly, he corrals me closer, into the V of his thighs, so I’m close. Facing him. My breasts become indecent things when they’re this close to his face and he’s baring his teeth at them. As if they’re offensive and beautiful and dangerous to behold. Both of us struggle to breathe.

      Tristan leans close and presses his open mouth to my right breast, squeezing his eyes closed, and I feel his fingertips dragging up the curve of my calf. Those fingers move as if they have a mind of their own, passing the back crease of my knee and traveling up my inner thigh.

      “You…and this body…” Tristan sais thickly. “Completely rob me of common sense.” His fingertips are moving closer and closer to my private flesh, slowing but not stopping their progress. “You were designed to torment my cock. Each and every part of you. That sweetheart voice coming from that perfect pink mouth, these little round tits…” His fingertips brush my sex and I whimper, my hands flying to his shoulder for balance. “Don’t get me started on this virgin cunt. It has my goddamn name stamped all over it. All of you does. So we’re not going to speak about kissing other men ever again. Ever. Again. Are we clear, Cate?”

      His demand is galling, since he’s refused to kiss me himself. But that doesn’t stop my legs from threatening to give out. Doesn’t stop the thrill sparking inside of me. “Yes.”

      My stepbrother’s middle and ring finger tease my dampening slit, moving back and forth. Back and forth. “One kiss and then you’ll behave?”

      I nod—too fast—eagerness exploding inside of me. “P-please.”

      My agreement has barely been given when Tristan pulls me down on the couch.

      And his body rolls on top of mine, strong and heavy, his elegant suit rasping against my cheap, threadbare dress. I cry out his name, my nerve endings coming alive at the sensation of being pressed down, pinned, held captive beneath this man, his erection flush against my naked sex. Above me, Tristan groans, his jaw loosening with the sound, his left hand scraping up the outside of my thigh, his palm testing the flesh of my backside roughly.

      “Oh fuck, little girl.” He rolls his hips, moaning. “You fit me so well.”

      I don’t know what comes over me, but my hands are suddenly so bold. They mold to the contours of his pectoral muscles and drag down his drum tight abdomen. They unhook his belt buckle, some deep, natural part of my womanhood understanding what happens next. What is inevitable when an aroused man is on top of a woman. I want him to rut me, the way I saw Daddy do to Mama. I want to make him grunt and sweat, just like I remember from that night. Except I’d be the object of that hunger, that frustration.

      I’ve almost got the zipper of Tristan’s pants lowered when he reaches down and snags my wrist, pinning it above my head on the couch cushion. “No, Cate. Bad girl.” With the opposite hand, he roughly yanks down the top of my dress, exposing my breasts. “Might be a virgin, but she’s hot for dick. Aren’t you? Look at those horny little nipples.”

      “C-can you go inside me, Tristan?” I arch my back, reveling in the way he ogles my breasts. “Please. Please.”

      “One kiss.” He seems to be reminding himself, instead of me. “I said one fucking kiss.”

      I start to whine, needing something, anything—

      And his mouth cuts off the sound.

      My stepbrother’s lips are on mine.

      A shared tremor passes through the both of us. For heavy moments, we remain unmoving, held immobile in the powerful grip of the attraction, the forbidden pull between us.

      His lips part over mine, slanting slightly, his tongue pressing into my mouth.

      He grinds that bulge against my sex at the same time.

      Like a match lighting, we become frantic. Enflamed in an instant.

      “Mmmm. Baby. Baby. Tastes so good.” Tristan gives me his tongue rhythmically and I curl my fingers in the waistband of his pants, tugging him hard in that same, sensual tempo, urging him to thrust against me, my thighs open like a trollop. “Little fuck-hungry girl,” he pants, in between explorations of my mouth. “Christ. I never understood it before. Men throwing it all away for sex. But hell if I don’t want to trade ten years of work for ten pumps in this pussy.”

      His words wash over me like stroking silk.

      I like being his temptation.

      I love it.

      I’m also afraid I could do harm. To his life, career, future.

      But right now, I’m unable to stop.

      Can’t stop purring around his tongue and tempting him with writhes of my hips, sending him promises of hedonism with my eyes. Hedonism is something I don’t even understand yet, but I would. I would if he planted that big thing inside of me and rode me hard.

      “Please,” I whimper, pausing my pleas to twine our tongues together. “Please.”

      Tristan growls against my lips. “Yeah. Fine. You want to fuck?” He lets go of my pinned right wrist, reaching down to lower his zipper. “Let’s fuck.”

      At first when I hear the knocking on the door, I think it’s coming from next door. Or maybe the television. But no, the television is off. And then I hear my mother’s voice, calling from the hallway. “Cate, are you home?”

      Tristan and I still immediately.

      “If you’re done with your lessons, I thought we could talk about your new wardrobe!”

      Tristan’s forehead drops to mine and he curses vilely.

      Several beats of tense silence tick by.

      When he climbs off me, I clap and hand over my mouth to trap a sob of frustration.

      He moves jerkily, buckling his belt and adjusting the stiffness behind his fly. “This…this was my fault. Okay, sweetheart? You did nothing wrong. But…” He notices my breasts are still exposed, the hem of my dress barely covering my femininity, and he turns away with a groan. “God, you’re so fucking beautiful. Sweet.”

      “I can tell her to come back later,” I whisper, shaken by his praise.

      A ripple travels along his shoulder blades. “No. This can’t happen again.”

      With that, he’s grabbing his suit jacket and striding for the entrance.

      He stops with his hand on the door, an unspoken chance for me to compose myself—and I do, fixing my dress and standing. Crossing my arms over my hard nipples.

      And then he’s gone, skirting past my mother with a terse greeting, explaining that he came to check on the progress of my lessons. My body is bereft without Tristan’s weight on top of me, without his mouth on mine, but I try and disguise it with a smile.

      “Hi, Mama,” I breathe.

      “Er…hi.” She sweeps me with a glance, but her expression doesn’t change. “So how do you feel about dramatic colors? I think they would be incredible with your skin tone! Can you imagine a bold red or metallic green against your tan? I’m thinking for your hair, we’ll…”

      I nod along with all of her suggestions, but my mind is still fixated on my stepbrother.

      Did I act too bold and drive him away?

      When is the next time I’ll see him?

      Will I really never kiss him again?

      I have no way of knowing. Nothing seems to be within my control.

      Well, that’s not entirely true. I do have the control to complete my lessons. To transform from a backwoods swamp child into a polished woman. And maybe…maybe if I do those things, I can win my stepbrother. I can become someone he’s proud to call his.

      With that hope beating in my chest, I tune back in to what my mother is saying.

      Starting now, I’ll take this chance seriously…and hope it pays off.
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      A week has passed since I saw Cate and I’m at my limit.

      At the very least, I need to hear her voice.

      I miss it. To an uncomfortable degree.

      This week has been filled with campaign rallies and on-air interviews. Meeting constituents and doing appearances at fundraisers. I threw myself into every activity with a single-minded focus, but she loomed in the back of my mind all the while—and now that I’m home in the silence, there is nothing to keep me from reaching for my phone.

      Even through the mayhem, I’ve been checking in with her instructors regularly and I’m told she’s buckled down and started trying harder. No more running off into the park to fly kites or climb trees. And while I’m the one who asked her to remain indoors and focus, a fissure forms in my chest when I think of her stuck inside, dreaming of the glen.

      The phone rings against my ear and I stop breathing, waiting for her to answer. It takes her until the sixth ring to do so. “H-hello?”

      One word out of her mouth and a hot simmer starts in my belly. “Cate. It’s Tristan.”

      “Oh.” She exhales and the sound bathes my ear. “Sorry, I’m still figuring out how to work this thing. How…how are you?”

      Her accent is still there, but slightly less noticeable.

      Why does that make me frown?

      “I’m well. And you?”

      “Very well, thank you,” she answers formally.

      I swallow pins and needles. “Are you happy with the new instructors?”

      “Yes. Especially the one who brings popcorn. The kind you heat up in the microwave. When she leaves, the whole apartment smells like it.”

      “Will work for popcorn?”

      She hums. “Oh yes.”

      I sit down on my bed and toe off my work shoes, a mixture of calm and urgency inside of me. Calm because I’m finally speaking to my stepsister. Urgency because I want to do so much more. Want to be there with her, feeling her with my hands. Tasting her with my tongue.

      I have been working around the clock, because any time there is a quiet moment, I hear her whimpering. I feel the soft, wet petals of her cunt on my fingertips. I feel the twist of her grip on my pants, how she yanked me into the cradle of her thighs. Needy and horny. Perfect. If her mother hadn’t knocked on the door when she did, I would have spent the last week sneaking into that apartment to fuck her. Again and again and again. I would be obsessed.

      You are obsessed.

      You think of nothing but her.

      Every. Waking. Moment.

      “Tell me what else you’re learning,” I choke out.

      “Pronouncing my words. How to cross my legs like a lady and make small talk about things like vacation spots and holiday plans.” I hear her pacing around the apartment, close my eyes and try to see her. “I’m also learning a lot about local history and how to weave it into conversations. That’s usually when I start to fall asleep.”

      I chuckle. “I don’t blame you.”

      “You don’t? You must need to know everything about Connecticut history to be the governor.”

      “I know more about policy and law. How they pertain to the current residents, as opposed to the past ones.”

      She fakes a snore.

      I bark a laugh, unable to remember the last time I laughed when it wasn’t specifically for the cameras or humoring a potential donor. “Am I boring you? Fine. Dazzle me with your local history knowledge.”

      “Yes, sir,” she says primly, and those words almost make me growl. “I’m told that girls my age will be very interested to know that the woman who wrote The Hunger Games and the woman who wrote Twilight are from Hartford, so I should try and bring it up to engage them, if given the chance. And if I’m speaking to someone older, perhaps they might be more excited to know Katharine Hepburn is from this town.” She sucks in a breath. “If I’m speaking to a man, I should quote Mark Twain and let him take the conversation from there.”

      “Why would you be speaking to a man?” I snap.

      “I…don’t know. It has to happen sometime, doesn’t it?”

      Not if I have anything to say about it. I just manage to keep those words from rolling off my tongue and blurring the lines between us even more, but they’re a vow made in my own head. A solid one. “You’ve managed to remember a lot, Cate,” I mutter, massaging my eye sockets with my thumb and forefinger. “That’s very impressive.”

      “Especially considering I don’t know who any of those people are.”

      “You will.” I stare up at the ceiling. “This must be like learning a new language for you.”

      “A little. But…Mama seems happy. She’s been coming to see me almost every day.”

      Not for the first time, discomfort stabs me in the gut. These lessons shouldn’t be about making us happy. They should be about making Cate happy. Are they? “Sweetheart…”

      “It’s been kind of weird seeing her all the time,” she half-whispers, derailing my train of thought. “I can’t tell if she’s really interested in me…or if she just feels guilty for walking out when I was in high school.”

      A pang catches me in the chest. God, this poor girl, left all alone. Every time I think about it, the whole thing threatens to drive me mad. “I can’t speak to her guilt, but I know she’s glad to be part of your life again.” I pause, knowing I should keep this conversation from going too deep. From bringing us closer when a barrier has to remain in place. But in the end, I can’t deny my thirst to know everything about her. To be her confidant. To be her…everything. “Were you angry with her all this time? Are you angry now?”

      She’s silent a moment. “I was angry at first, because we needed her help. I couldn’t care for Daddy and go to school at the same time. But over time…I don’t know, I became glad for her, that she found what she wanted. I decided the anger wasn’t useful. And now…”

      “What?”

      “I think I see her as more of a long-lost friend, rather than a mother,” she whispers. “Is that terrible?”

      “No, baby. Nothing you think or feel is terrible.”

      She sighs in relief. “I just don’t much have the need to tell her secrets or ask her advice. I learned how to do everything on my own and stopped needing her. I don’t know how to start again, even though I can tell she wants me to.”

      “Cate.” I sit up, wishing more than ever before that she was sitting in front of me. Better yet, in my lap. So I could rock her, hold her tight. “This situation is hard for you. You’re the one who gets to decide how to handle it. Okay?”

      “Okay,” she whispers. “I’m sorry for talking your ear off. You’ve probably had a really long day and here I am clobbering you with celebrity factoids and girl feelings.”

      Mainly the day was long because I couldn’t see you.

      “I love talking to you,” I say gruffly, against my better judgment.

      Listening to her soft inhales on the other end of the phone, my cock starts to harden and I have no choice but to reach down and massage myself, like a depraved bastard. One who can’t stop lusting after his stepsister.

      “I love talking to you, too,” she says breathily. “Tristan?”

      “Yes, Cate.”

      “That show came on again,” she whispers. “With the kissing. Remember?”

      Jesus, just hearing her say the word kissing out loud has me lowering my zipper and reaching inside, tracing the thick line of my erection. “What about it, baby?”

      Several beats pass, her breaths sawing in and out in my ear. “When I watch them kissing and t-touching, it makes me feel funny. For a long time after I see it.”

      I press the phone face down on my bed, so the receiver won’t pick up my groan. But this is the point of no return, isn’t it? I’ve already been pushed past the edge. No way to stop myself from guiding us deeper into forbidden territory. “Do you know how to touch yourself?” I ask. “Until that funny feeling goes away?”

      “No.”

      My head falls back, lust beating like wings in my loins. “FaceTime me, baby. I’ll help.”
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        Cate

      

      

      

      Am I crazy admitting these things to Tristan?

      He’s already stayed away for a whole week. If this pushes him further away, it would kill me. But I need someone to talk to about this. This…torturous tickle between my legs. For some reason, I can’t bring myself to broach the subject with my mother. She already looks at me like I’m some kind of science project.

      Tristan told me to FaceTime him and thank goodness I learned how to do that yesterday. I press the button now and his face comes up, handsome, unshaven and painted in shadows. Eyes heavy lidded. Behind him is a headboard. He’s in his bedroom? That fact alone brings that tickle back with a vengeance, makes me feel flushed and overwrought. The way I felt when we kissed on the couch, his large body pressing me down.

      “Hi,” I murmur, as if we haven’t already been talking for ten minutes.

      “Hi.” His tongue travels along the seam of his mouth. “God, Cate, you look gorgeous.”

      “Thank you.” My cheeks heat at the compliment. “How are you going to, um…help me from there?”

      “Christ, I shouldn’t be doing this.” He laughs without humor. “But if the alternative is driving over there and fucking you in person, this is the lesser of two evils, right?”

      I don’t know how to answer that, so I hold my breath and wait, praying he doesn’t decide to end the call. Praying he doesn’t think better of helping me.

      “Go to the bedroom,” Tristan rasps. “Take off your panties and put the phone somewhere I can see you. All of you.”

      I’ve been sitting on the couch and I shove to my feet now, breathless to reach the bedroom. Once I’m there, I turn in a circle, looking for a place to put the phone. After a failed attempt to balance it against a pillow, I prop it against the lamp on my side table. I can see myself in the small rectangle on the bottom right-hand corner of the screen.

      I peel off my panties to the tune of my stepbrother’s groan. Without underwear, I’m wearing nothing but a loose crop top that doesn’t even reach my belly button and he leans forward, his breath turning shallow while he inspects me on the screen.

      I notice a fleshy smacking noise for the first time, coming from Tristan’s end of the line, but I’m too balanced on razor wire, on his next move, to address it.

      “Lie down on the bed, Cate. Make sure I can see that pussy.”

      Excitement goes from humming in my blood to vibrating my every nerve ending. Making it hard to think or breathe or swallow. I walk forward on my knees on the bed toward the camera, then sit, stretching my legs out in front of me. And I lie back, opening my thighs slightly, shocked by what I’m doing. What I’m showing him. By his strained growl. All of it.

      “Good girl. Such a good girl.” Again, I hear that sound, moving faster now. Flesh on flesh. I don’t know what it is and yet it arouses me, slicks the flesh between my thighs. “Now lift your shirt up and give me a look at those tits.”

      I pinch the hem between my fingertips and draw the shirt up to my neck, baring myself to him completely, exhilaration rushing from my head to my toes. Freedom like I haven’t known since the last time he was in my apartment, all that intense male focus directed on me. My heart is racing and it’s partly because of that rapid smacking sound. Somehow my brain and body know it’s sexual. “What’s that n-noise?”

      On the screen, I can see the fine sheen of sweat on Tristan’s upper lip, forehead, his gaze riveted on my body, my sex, my breasts. “I’m touching myself, baby. Damn me to hell, I’m going to get myself off looking at my stepsister. And that tight looking cunt.”

      “Show me,” I breathe, going up on one elbow. I’m a shameless creature, yes. I know. I’ve proven it by wondering what that big, cumbersome part of Tristan looks like up close. Been thinking about it way more than is proper for a girl studying to be a lady. “Please?”

      His face leaves the screen. It’s replaced by his masculine hand, the wrist surrounded by the white cuff of his dress shirt, a gold cuff link. That hand moves up and down his magnificent shaft, his thumb swiping over the purple head, his knuckles bleaching of color every time he strokes. My lord, it’s so much bigger than I could have imagined. Thicker. I’m looking down at the male ritual taking place from his point of view and the sight is raunchy and beautiful at the same time. “You like that, baby? You wish you could give it a kiss?”

      My pulse is loud in my ears. “Yes.”

      His hand pumps faster. “So do I. You have no idea how bad.”

      Keeping the screen of my phone in view, I lie back down on my back, my palms skimming everywhere. Across my breasts, down my ribcage, along the insides of my thighs. My touch naturally arrows inward, my fingers teasing the folds between my legs, shocked and embarrassed and proud at the abundance of wetness. “Tristan…”

      “I’m here, sweetheart,” he says raggedly. “Trying to keep from coming already. God, you’re so fucking sexy. Going to burn up just looking at you.”

      “You’re sexy, too.”

      His laughter is strained. “Tell me what you feel between your legs.”

      I use my middle and index finger to part my sex, rubbing down toward the bed and back up, sucking in a breath when I travel over my entrance. “I feel smooth and wet.”

      “I bet you are,” he pants. “Go higher, Cate.”

      My fingers move again, closer to the apex of my slit and my fingertips encounter a spot that makes me mewl, makes me feels dig into the mattress. “Th-that feels nice.”

      His harsh, electronic breathing fills the room. “You’re only brushing the surface, baby. Keep rubbing, press harder. Get deeper. Find that pretty little pearl.” As I do what I’m told, I watch his hand charge up and down his stiffness, a white bead of moisture pooling on the tip. He catches it with his thumb and uses it to lubricate his palm. And it makes my hips shift excitedly, that early sign of his release—oh!

      I scream behind my teeth, my lower body arching off the bed.

      Oh lord, oh lord, oh lord.

      “Ahhh, look at you. So sweet.” He stops stroking, squeezing his shaft almost violently. “That’s your clit, Cate. That’s where I’d love to lick you. I’d love to plant this dick between your thighs and tease that precious little thing until you’re strangle the come out of me.”

      “Come here and do it,” I babble, my fingers busy exploring that ultra-sensitive nub, something quickening in my loins, my belly. “Come here, Tristan. I need you.”

      “Stop.”

      “Tristan,” I whine. “Help me.”

      That fleshy smack is back, faster than ever, nearly drowned out by his grunts. “Keep rubbing yourself, baby. Just like that. Open your legs a little wider so I can see.” He breaks off on a moan. “Yes, good girl. You make my cock so hard. All fucking day.”

      “Good,” I breathe, feeling bad. Feeling decadent and coveted.

      His next inhale and exhale are stuttered. “I’m close. Tell me what you’re feeling.”

      “My tummy hurts, but it feels good, too,” I whimper, my heels restless on the bed, back arched, trying to anchor all the sensations, but having no luck. There’s a tug under my belly button and it intensifies, robbing me of sight. I’m rubbing furiously now, grinding my fingertips down on that spot, that cursed, glorious spot, and then a tumult locks up my muscles, carries me away. The pleasure. Oh lord, the pleasure. It’s release. It’s vulnerability. It’s life.

      I call my stepbrother’s name hoarsely.

      He calls mine, too, and I force my eyes to cooperate so I can watch those thick, messy ropes of white spurt from his tip and drip down his knuckles. His thighs flex and his hips thrust into his tight grip. Knowing he’s getting pleasure at the same exact time as me fills me with satisfaction. Relief. Rightness.

      For long moments afterward, there is nothing but the sound of our slowing breaths. My heartbeat becomes a longing throb in my chest. I ache for his arms around me, his mouth on mine, his heat up against me. But when his face appears back on the screen, I do my best to fight the selfish need for more—and I smile.

      “Good night, Cate.”

      “Good night,” I whisper.

      The screen goes white.

      That night, I dream of the glen. Of Tristan riding up on a white horse to collect me.

      But when I climb up behind him and move to circle him with my arms, he vanishes.
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      It has been another week of pure hell.

      A full seven days since I’ve laid eyes on my stepsister.

      I told myself it would get easier, but every day I feel a little more desperate. Sicker. More frustrated. I’ve been a tyrant at work, unable to concentrate, shouting at everyone. There is a vise around my throat and every morning when I wake up, it has tightened another degree.

      There is a family dinner tonight at my father’s house.

      Meaning, I’m going to see her.

      I’m not ready.

      And yet I’ve arrived early, hoping to see her sooner. I can’t stop staring at the door, aching for her to walk through. To remind me of the honesty and goodness in the world. How am I going to keep myself from catching her up against my chest, holding her, kissing her in front of my father and Rebecca? My arms have been so empty without her, my eyes seeking her everywhere I go. Even though I know she won’t be there. But God…God, I needed to stay away. I need to stay away.

      Or she will end up beneath me.

      Or on another inappropriate FaceTime call.

      Images flash in my mind. Her nude, nubile body writhing, her slim fingers busy on her clit, her voice calling my name. Jesus, I’ve never been so hot in my life. I don’t know how I’ve lasted a week since that phone call without seeing her. I grow sicker with need every day.

      I take a long drink of the whiskey in my hands, ordering myself to stop staring at the door and focus on what my father is saying.

      “Did you hear me, Tristan?” My father nudges my shoulder with his own tumbler of whiskey. “The former president has endorsed you for governor.”

      “Has he?”

      “Just tweeted it. Less than an hour ago.”

      I should be thrilled by this. I should be demanding we celebrate. Instead, all I feel is a dull, distant ripple of pleasure. “Incredible news. Good work, father.”

      Visibly relieved by my response, he slaps me on the back. “You earned it.” I hear the purr of a car engine outside, my muscles knotting as the maid hustles toward the door. “Ah, that’ll be Rebecca with Cate. I’m told she’s come very far with her lessons.”

      I take another swallow of liquor. “Good.”

      After the debacle with the first instructor, I made sure to hire several women with excellent credentials, yes, but also known for their patience and kindness. I called every reference they provided and spoke to them myself to be sure no one hurt Cate’s feelings again.

      The maid opens the door and Rebecca walks in with a mile-wide smile, her shoulders thrown back triumphantly. “Gentlemen. May I present to you, the new and improved Cate!”

      I’m unprepared for the transformed girl who walks through the door.

      I expect my fairy from the glen to be wearing a pretty dress.

      Maybe have her hair up.

      Instead, a glossy, graceful version of her appears, more exquisite than anyone has the right to be. Jesus Christ. She’s so beautiful, she’s almost offensive. Her posture is straight, hair in soft, blonde waves, skin glowing. And the dress. It’s structured on top. Sparking. Showcasing her high, round tits. Then it flows into a long, light pink, see through skirt. Her thighs are visible, all the way up to her glittering panties beneath.

      She was tempting beyond belief before. Now? She could wave her pinky and start a war.

      “What the fuck is this?” I seethe, before I can think better of it, the glass nearly shattering in my hand. “Did I not say, explicitly, that I wanted to be consulted over any changes made to her appearance?”

      Cate sucks in a breath.

      Rebecca’s smile has disappeared. “Elton told me to go ahead without getting permission,” she stammers, splitting a look between me and her husband. “He said you were too busy with campaign matters.” My stepmother steps back, scanning Cate head to toe. “Is there something wrong?”

      “Her appearance didn’t need to be improved on,” I shout. “She was already…”

      Perfect as is.

      I just manage to keep those revealing words from leaving my mouth.

      “The dress is too revealing,” I say instead.

      “I like the dress,” Cate fires back, without a hint of her accent.

      No trace of it.

      I don’t know why that makes me want to crumble, but it does. I asked for this. I paid for the lessons myself. Requested she be molded into someone who we could introduce into society, but I finally understand the phrase be careful what you wish for. Because I just want to tear off the expensive goddamn dress and beg her to sound like the girl I pulled off a tire swing in North Carolina. How dare I facilitate a single change in this perfect, perfect girl?

      How fucking dare I?

      Bitter frustration wells deep inside of me and I turn. Breaking for the dining room with my head on fire. I’ve wronged her. My intentions the night we met were to keep her safe, take care of her, but instead, I’ve allowed others to make unnecessary revisions.

      Oh, her spirit is still there.

      Her eyes are still connected to her soul, her energy vibrant and breathtaking.

      But now…now that the time is nearing to show her off to the public, I am sick at the prospect. Of sharing her with a single pair of eyes. They will want her, just like me. They will ache to worship at her feet, just like me. How could anyone not? She is an angel among sinners.

      Only now, she is dressed up to fit in.

      To be welcomed among my peers.

      Fawned over.

      Courted?

      Jealousy seizes my lungs and I launch the glass in my hand at the dining room wall, sending fragments of glass in every direction. A member of the staff bustles in to clean it up without a single glance in my direction and I brace for Cate to enter the dining room behind me.

      A moment later, she does, a diamond necklace catching the light between her breasts.

      Our parents pass between us to take their seats.

      Cate’s eyes find mine through her eyelashes and my cock grows hard at the longing I read there. She’s trying to keep it hidden behind the new façade, but I can see it. I can see that despite her new clothes and hairstyle, she’d still be unbroken and horny if I got her naked.

      Having a civilized meal is almost impossible when I’m firm and aching for the girl who sits beside me. So close, we’re almost rubbing elbows.

      “Well,” Rebecca says brightly. “It has been a productive two weeks, I must say. We’ve had wardrobe fittings and in-home spa appointments—”

      “Spa appointments,” I repeat stiffly. “For what exactly?”

      My hand closes around a fork, squeezing it until the silver bites into my palm. The fact that a single inch of her virgin skin was attended to without my permission is unbearable. And yet, this is what I get for staying away for two weeks, isn’t it? It’s all or nothing with this girl. Stay away from Cate or allow this obsession to seize me completely.

      As if it hasn’t already.

      Rebecca seems nervous about answering, but my father gives her an encouraging look. “Well, her hair needed some shaping. A skincare routine needed to be implemented. And then there was…” She trails off, sipping her wine. “Other things.”

      “What other things?” I prompt her.

      “Grooming,” Rebecca mutters. “Good old-fashioned waxing. Girl stuff, you know.”

      I want to flip this fucking table over. My stepsister barely had any hair between her legs as it was, now it has been done away with, along with her accent? A dangerous thought occurs to me then. One that has me clutching the fork even tighter. I have to take a moment to catch my breath or I will roar. “Who saw her with no panties on?”

      “Tristan,” Cate breathes beside me, looking horrified. “Can you please stop?”

      The cultured lilt of her new tone of voice has an odd effect on me. I find it painfully sexy and distressing at the same time. Allowing her to be changed in any way was short-sighted. “I’m sure I paid for it. I have a right to know.”

      “It was a woman,” Rebecca says smoothly. “I made sure her doctor was a woman, too.”

      Alarm catches me off guard and I sit forward. “What did she need a doctor for? Is there something wrong? Why wasn’t I informed immediately?”

      “Stop talking about me like I’m not here,” Cate answers, challenging me with entrancing blue eyes. Eyes I would kill to have staring at me every morning from across my pillow. Eyes I’ve been dreaming about incessantly for weeks. “I haven’t been to a doctor since I was a child. It was just a checkup.”

      The fact that I’m being an asshole hits me hard. With this interrogation, I’m adding insult to injury for abandoning her. This isn’t me. I’m known for being levelheaded, calm under fire. Unflappable. Yet this pint-sized teenager has completely turned my world upside down. I don’t know who I am anymore. “I apologize, Cate,” I say quietly. “You are in good health?”

      Her features soften. “Yes, thank you.”

      I incline my head and a member of the staff steps between us, filling our glasses with wine. It’s on the tip of my tongue to point out that Cate is underage, but I’ve been enough of a bastard tonight, so I say nothing.

      “I thought it would be fun to have sushi tonight! Chef made it fresh this afternoon.” Rebecca trills. “I’m assuming you’ve never had sushi, Cate?”

      “No. Never.” Cate smiles gamely, but looking closely, I can see the tremor in her fingers, the wobble of her chin. “I’m sure it’ll be wonderful.”

      My father salutes with his wine glass. “My dear, Cate. The change in you is commendable! You could dine with the president without a hitch.” He winks at me. “And you just might be dining with the future one.”

      Cate directs her smile in my direction, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. “Maybe I am.”

      The organ in my chest pounds, my hands itching to reach for my stepsister. To pull her into my lap and fill her beautiful mouth with my tongue. I’m distracted by that thought, however, when Cate frowns down at something, anxiously wetting her lips.

      Chopsticks.

      Her chest starts to heave.

      “I, um…” Her accent bleeds in slightly. “I don’t know how to use these.”

      “I’ll show you, sweetheart.” My hand moves without a command from my brain, gripping the edge of Cate’s chair and dragging her toward me. All the way, until our thighs meet beneath the table. She gasps, her gaze landing on my mouth, and I know damn well I’m looking at hers, too. I need to fuck you. My eyes deliver that message loud and clear and it takes every drop of my willpower to neutralize my expression. “Pick up the sticks.”

      I do the same with my own.

      “See how I’m holding them? You’re creating a fulcrum with your finger, moving and stabilizing the sticks with the other.”

      She nods eagerly, getting the hold perfectly.

      Looking up at me for approval.

      God, I shouldn’t crave that so much.

      Shouldn’t be aching out of my mind for it.

      But I can’t help it. I love being the one she trusts. Yet another reason I can’t stand someone else making decisions for her without my knowledge. I’m supposed to be her protector. “That’s perfect, Cate.” While I’ve been staring at my stepsister, a plate of bite-sized sushi rolls has been placed in front of her. “Try picking one up.”

      “Okay,” she whispers.

      The first attempt, she fumbles, her cheeks flaming.

      On the second try, she gets it, popping the roll into her mouth and chewing around an adorably dazed smile. Polite applause breaks out across the table, but it’s nothing compared to the thunder and lightning in my head. Because I’ve just realized two things at once.

      One, I was a moron to believe I could stay away. I can’t.

      Two, it’s not just infatuation. I’m in love with her.

      It happened the moment I heard her laughter amid the trees.

      “I have a plan to run by you, Tristan,” Rebecca says, forcing me to rip my attention away from Cate’s chewing mouth, the sexy slopes of her tits.

      “What is it?” I ask, taking a drink of wine, wishing I’d stuck to whiskey.

      Rebecca claps her hands together. “Since our Cate has made such great strides, we thought we’d have something of a soft opening. Maybe invite a few dozen people over to your home on Friday night—including some discreet members of the press—and see how she does?”

      No.

      It’s selfish to want to keep Cate under wraps, especially after all her hard work, but dammit, I can’t seem to stave off the greed when it comes to her. Did I ever truly believe I’d want to show her off? Expose her to the vultures of the political scene?

      They could hurt her, malign her.

      I can’t stand the thought of it.

      Furthermore, it would take very little to pick up on my feelings for my stepsister.

      It’s getting harder by the moment not to be obvious about my need. My obsession.

      “Of course…” my father says, picking up where Rebecca left off. “We wouldn’t allow any pictures to be taken in our home. I’ve arranged for a professional photo shoot for Cate tomorrow. With Andre Bisset. That way, we can control the image they print.”

      “A lot of plans have been made without my knowledge,” I say tightly.

      My father matches my hard stare. “You’ve been so busy with the reelection bid.”

      He knows.

      Of course he knows. A blind man could tell I want her.

      A possessive beast is prowling inside me, ready to strike. Ready to dig my teeth into the next person who tries to take responsibility for Cate when that job is mine. I’m done neglecting it. Being away from her has been torture. The ninth circle of hell. Needing to wrest back control now—needing everyone to know who holds the reins when her safety and happiness are on the line—I reach sideways beneath the table and lay a hand on Cate’s thigh. Squeezing. “We’ll have the party. Keep it small and send me the guest list ahead of time. Press included.” I slide my hand inward, using my middle finger to tease the crotch of her panties through the skirt of her dress. “I’ll supervise the photo shoot tomorrow.”

      “Will you?” drawls my father, lazily twisting his wine glass.

      I press my fingertip to Cate’s opening and her thighs shoot together, flexing around my hand. Her breathy whimper is just loud enough for my ears. “Yes. I will. Send me the details and I’ll be there.”

      Before I move my hand away, I cup the entirety of Cate’s pussy.

      I mold it roughly in my hold and meet her lust-fogged blue eyes, silently letting her know that a lot more than her picture is going to get taken tomorrow.

      If I can make it that long, it’ll be a miracle.

      Good thing that—since meeting Cate—I believe in those now.
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        Cate

      

      

      

      My knees are knocking together in the back of the limousine.

      One second I’m nervous, the next I’m excited.

      Underneath both of those emotions is a bedrock of self-disgust.

      Two weeks. Not counting our illicit FaceTime call, he didn’t come to see me for two weeks. Yet how eagerly I opened my thighs underneath the dining room table last night, letting him massage my sex until I was wet and clenching. I’m still not sure if I managed to hide my arousal from our parents. Surely they noticed my red cheeks and one-word, breathy replies throughout the rest of the dinner.

      The look of dark promise Tristan gave me before Rebecca and I left, so she could drop me back off at the apartment I now call home, is burned on my memory. It burned me all night, in fact, leaving me physically frustrated. Cursing me with puffy eyes and totally unprepared to have my picture taken. Thankfully, the lady from the spa left me a goodie bag that included under-eye patches for swelling that helped some.

      Nothing is going to prepare me for Tristan, though.

      I should have refused the idea of him supervising this photo shoot. I should have ignored him last night the way he ignored me. If it wasn’t for the regret, the desire, the longing I witnessed in his green eyes when I walked through the door last night, I might have. It would serve him right, making me depend on him and then disappearing.

      Truthfully, though…I don’t want to be mad at him.

      I want to be in his arms. It’s the only time I’m not nervous about this major transition I’m making from the backwoods of North Carolina to the rich Connecticut spotlight.

      I miss him.

      I ache for him.

      So I couldn’t form the right words to reject his help today. I simply wasn’t capable of missing a chance to be in his reassuring presence. To have his hands on me again.

      There’s a chance…I might be in love with Tristan.

      Doesn’t two weeks of pining for him, to the point of nearly breaking in half, prove it?

      The limousine stops in front of a glamorous hotel and I search the manicured sidewalk for him, my heart swimming up into my throat. Beating, beating faster. My hands twist in the hem of my dress, the one Rebecca picked for the photo shoot. It’s black, form-fitting, elegant but fun. There’s a low, sweetheart neckline and a skirt made from a dozen layers of tulle.

      When I looked at myself in the mirror this morning, I likened my appearance to a mischievous ballerina, but Mama knows what kind of image the Garners want to present to society, doesn’t she? I have to trust her.

      The driver opens the door for me, offering me his hand.

      I can’t help but notice the interest in his eyes, the way they skate down over my breasts, his breath turning short. Worried I’m not wearing the dress correctly, I tug my hand out of his grip and cross my arms, hurrying toward the building. There is a long row of glass doors leading to the lobby and I pull one open, throwing myself inside—

      And I run headfirst into a suited, put together Tristan.

      “Sweetheart.” He steadies me, concern drawing his brows together. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes,” I whisper, giving in to the urge to lay my cheek against his tie, inhaling his signature cologne, before remembering we’re stepsiblings. In public. Lord, can I do anything right? With a sound of frustration, I pull out of his hold.

      Tristan’s jaw clenches, hands flexing at his sides. Like he wants to haul me back. He starts to speak, but whatever he’s going to say freezes on his lips. His gaze voyages over my face, down my neck and breasts, a soft exhalation puffing from his mouth. “Goddamn it, Cate. You are too beautiful for this world.”

      Pleasure and awareness and relief wash over me. Instantly.

      “I’m wearing the dress the right way?” I ask, hopefully.

      My question seems to baffle him. “Yes, of course you are.”

      “Oh good. I thought maybe I put it on wrong. The driver…he looked at it funny.”

      His right eye twitches. “Did he now?” He turns, guiding me through the humming lobby with his hand on the small of my back. “I’ll just have to address that with him, won’t I?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Shit,” he mutters, dropping his hand away. “Smile, Cate.”

      I do as he says just in time for several flashes to go off.

      Two reporters with cameras step into our path, calling questions to Tristan, snapping picture after picture of us. Remembering what my etiquette instructor taught me about life in the spotlight, I fold my hands at my waist and attempt to appear serene.

      “You know where I’m going to be before I do,” Tristan jokes with the reporters, signaling for me to precede him toward the bank of chrome elevators.

      “Who is the mystery woman, Governor?” One of the reporters asks in a suggestive tone, waggling his brows. “Interesting afternoon plans?”

      My stepbrother gives them a look of censure. “We’re here for a corporate photo shoot with Andre Bisset. You’re welcome to confirm.”

      “Is she the new policy advisor?”

      “Look over this way, miss!”

      “Excuse us, please,” Tristan practically growls.

      The elevator doors open and he shepherds me inside without actually touching me, his breath releasing in a hiss when we’re enclosed inside. “Are you all right, sweetheart? You did very well.”

      Pleasure floods me. I can’t help it. “Thank you.”

      Tristan pulls out his cell phone, speaking into it almost immediately. “You’re going to be called for comment about my presence at the hotel. The official line is a corporate photo shoot with Andre Bisset. Say no more than that. If they push for details, explain that there will be a press release on Friday evening, given to a select few, and if they want to be privy to the information, they might want to refrain from posting pictures.”

      He hangs up, irritation in the hard line of his shoulders.

      “I didn’t really understand before. Not completely,” I murmur. “About why you need to stay away from me.”

      “The press has wild imaginations. They also have an uncanny sense for knowing when something is real.” His hungry gaze pins me to the wall of the elevator. “The best among them can interpret body language, read lips. Judge intention.” He touches his tongue to the corner of his mouth. “I’ve never needed to fuck anyone as badly as I need to fuck you. Not even close. So I have no experience trying to hide it. But sneaking in and out of your apartment wouldn’t even require them to use any guesswork. They’d know exactly what I was doing.”

      There’s a delicious tug between my thighs, brought on by the bold, blunt way he speaks to me. “Sleeping in my bed,” I whisper, swaying toward him involuntarily.

      Tristan shakes his head, almost imperceptibly, indicating a mounted camera with his eyes. “We’ll be alone soon, Cate. But not yet.”

      I swallow. Nod. “What happens when we’re alone?”

      His chest expands along with his pupils. “We’re going to finish what we started on the couch in your apartment. I can’t live another day without getting my cock inside you. I can’t live another day without holding you. Kissing you. Calling you my sweet little girl.” My breasts are fairly swelling over the neckline of my dress, I’m becoming so aroused, emotional, my breath coming fast, fast, fast. “If you can keep our secret, I’ll find ways to get you alone. I’m a bastard for asking. You deserve better than some clandestine affair with your older brother. A governor. Someone who should have control over themselves. But I don’t. I’ve become obsessed with you, Cate. I can’t fucking sleep. Can’t think straight. I need between your thighs.”

      Oh my lord.

      His intensity shakes me to my toes—and I can’t deny him.

      I can’t pass up a chance to have Tristan all to myself. To have him tune the instrument of my body so it plays correctly. This is the man I love. The man who makes me feel safe and wanted. “I can keep a secret,” I vow fervently.

      “Good girl.” His eyes are aflame. “Soon.”
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        Tristan

      

      

      

      I can’t tear my eyes off Cate as she walks into the hotel’s penthouse.

      She’s a glowing drop of sunshine with a direct line to my heart, making it rap relentlessly against my ribcage. She takes in the view from the top floor, the lavish furnishings, her expression one of awe. In the corner of the massive living space, in front of an antique fireplace, there is a chair arranged. Lighting.

      Andre, the photographer, fusses with his camera, but turns at the sound of us approaching, doing a double take when he sees my stepsister.

      Teeth grinding, I check the urge to yank her back against me. Maybe lick my tongue up the side of her sweet neck so he gets the picture. Mine.

      But I can’t do that. I can never do that. And the lack of privileges with her kills me.

      Makes me insane.

      “Bonjour,” Andre sings, bowing over Cate’s extended hand. “I did not realize I would have the honor of shooting such a lovely subject this afternoon.”

      Really, it’s ridiculous to be jealous of this happily married man in his fifties, but there is nothing rational about how possessive I am over my stepsister. It defies logic. “Perhaps you should begin,” I suggest, an edge to my tone.

      “Oui. Very good.” Wisely, the Frenchman steps away from Cate, an amused smile playing around his mouth. “Mademoiselle, if you please. Have a seat and we will begin.”

      Cate perches on the plush, royal blue chair. “Thank you.”

      Jesus, her feet don’t even reach the floor.

      I take a seat a short distance away and watch Andre like a hawk, making sure he uses his hands appropriately when tipping her chin toward the light, adjusting her shoulders, arranging the skirt of her dress. And dear God, she’s beautiful. Her smile is innocent, sparkling, demure. Approachable. Society is going to eat her up with a spoon and it’s exactly what I asked for. It shouldn’t make me so fucking miserable.

      It shouldn’t make me so fucking anxious to get her beneath me.

      To impress upon her who she belongs to. Who she will belong to, even when she becomes Connecticut’s society darling. An object of lust and admiration, alike.

      She’ll be mine. Always. Every day of her life.

      It doesn’t take long for Andre to get several amazing shots.

      “You are very photogenic, mademoiselle,” he croons, scrolling through the camera. “Flawless. I will have very little editing to do!”

      Cate beams, looking to me for approval and I smile back, though it’s more a feral baring of teeth at this point. I’m so close to having her all to myself. On her back. I’ve arranged for the photographer to stay in the hotel and immediately begin editing, so we can have an official publicity shot by day’s end. That means he won’t be leaving the premises, thus tipping off reporters that the photo shoot has ended. That buys us time in this room. Alone.

      It occurs to me that this is going to be my life.

      Finding loopholes and creating opportunities to fuck my stepsister.

      So be it. She’s more than worth every second of plotting and scheming.

      I need her.

      Andre packs up his equipment and leaves the room. There is a funny expression on the man’s face on the way out, as though he senses the tension between me and Cate, but he doesn’t comment. As I’m paying him a considerable amount of money, I’m secure knowing he won’t make any unwise speculations about my relationship with my stepsister.

      The door closes behind him.

      “Is it safe now?” Cate asks.

      “Yes,” I say thickly, rubbing at the bulge in my pants. “Get the dress off.”

      Her cheeks turn pink, but she stands, reaching back to lower the zipper of the dress.

      It drops into a heavy heap around her ankles.

      “Fuuuck,” I growl, my hips giving an involuntary thrust off the seat.

      She’s a masterpiece. Perky, supple, sun-kissed little tits, courtesy of spending countless hours in the sun wearing precious little clothing back in North Carolina. Her all-over tan is a reminder that underneath her new polished exterior, she’s still wild, untamed. And if that wasn’t enough proof, her wet pussy would be. She’s soaked clear through the pink silk of her panties, the material glued to her tiny cleft. Such a horny little thing—and I’m finally going to satisfy her.

      But I want to hold this image with me forever.

      The day she became mine. Irrevocably.

      I want it documented. I want this feeling with me when I can’t have her there.

      “We’re going to have our own photo shoot now, sweetheart.”

      She shifts in her high heels. Nods.

      “Go sit on the bed.”

      Watching her walk across the room is pornography in itself. Her tits sway, drawing my eye to her puckered nipples. And as she passes me, her ass cheeks work deliciously, up and down on either side of the pink thong. She sits down on the bed and pulls the clip from her long, blonde hair, shaking it out around her shoulders. “Like this?”

      “Yes, baby. Just like that.” I stand and strip off my jacket and shirt, noticing the way her eyes brighten, her breath accelerating when I’m bare chested. In nothing but my pants. “Do you like the way I look, Cate?”

      “Yes,” she breathes, reaching up, almost unconsciously, to finger her nipples. “You’re so beautiful. So much bigger than me.”

      I unfasten my belt buckle. “I’m your big brother. It’s right there in the name.”

      My belt hits the floor and she whimpers, squeezing her thighs together.

      “No, we’re going to keep those spread at all times, sweetheart. Do you understand?”

      After a moment, she bites her lip, easing her legs back open.

      Showing me all that wet, pink silk, almost shyly.

      “Remember our FaceTime call, Cate?”

      Her nod is vigorous. “Yes.”

      “I want to look at pictures of you naked…while I’m touching myself like that.” I lower my zipper, groaning when my cock is given room to stretch inside my briefs. “Pictures of you will make me hard. Make me come.” Before I step out of my pants, I extricate my phone from the pocket and kick them aside. I open the camera app and hold up the device. “Show me where I touched you under the table last night.”

      Only a beat passes before her nimble fingers trail up her inner thigh, hesitating, then pressing to the damp spot on the front of her panties. “H-here.”

      Groaning, I snap a picture. “That’s right, baby. Right there. You were so sweet and juicy for me, weren’t you?” I walk closer to the bed. “Now stand up and pull your panties down.”

      Cate makes a halting sound, her lips parted on shallow breaths. And she stands on unsteady feet, wobbling on her heels briefly before tugging down the pink silk, revealing her freshly waxed pussy. I have to grip my cock to keep from ejaculating at the sight of it, so innocent and fuckable at the same time. Smooth and moist and luscious.

      I drop down to my haunches and take a picture of her, knees pressed together shyly, panties round her ankles. And I already know I’m going to beat off endlessly to the image. Reaching out, I gently separate her knees by a couple of inches. “What did I say about keeping your thighs spread?”

      “Sorry,” she breathes, her legs beginning to tremble.

      Not in fear, though. In heat. She is in heat.

      The evidence wets her inner thighs, makes her nipples tight and pointed, her skin flush.

      “You have nothing to be sorry about. Ever,” I say gruffly, standing so I can kiss her pouting mouth. Our tongues meet and I almost drop my phone entirely, my body urging me to throw my stepsister down on the bed and ease the rampant lust inside of me. She’s naked. Pliant. Eager. I’m on the precipice of heaven. But I have to go slow, even though our time is limited. Have to make her first time perfect. So I reluctantly break the kiss and guide her into a sitting position on the edge of the bed.

      At which point she becomes fascinated with my erection, her eyes running over it greedily, her fingers curling into the bed clothes. And I’m even more depraved than I thought, because I step closer, putting my trapped shaft an inch from her mouth. “You’re going to spend a lot of time trapped under that dick, Cate. It’s going to be responsible for a lot of screaming and whining.” I cup the back of her head, tugging my stepsister’s open, panting mouth up against my bulge. “Better make nice while you can. Give it a kiss.”

      Her plump lips come together, kissing my cock through my briefs. Sweetly.

      Her hands rise, as if unbidden, tucking into my waistband and towing it down eagerly. Like she can’t wait to discover the prize inside. I groan up at the ceiling as my cock bobs out, coming to rest against her pretty lips. “Fuck yes,” I hiss. “Suck that cock for me, sweetheart.”

      Excitement travels through the delicate lines of her body, those angelic lips wrapping around my shaft and sliding down, down, her guileless blue eyes watchful for my reaction. My approval. And I’ll never know how I find the brainpower to raise my phone and take a picture of her lips wrapped around my cock, but I do…and then I drop it to the floor, shuddering through an exhale, my newly freed hand joining the other at the back of her head, guiding her forward, bobbing her virgin mouth up and down my aching dick.

      “God yes, baby. That’s what I need. Right there.”

      My encouragement causes her lips to grow more enthusiastic, her hands to circle my arousal and pump, pump, pump in time with my hips. Her hair looks so good threaded through my fingers, getting tangled, her eyelids growing heavy, her mouth gaining another quarter inch every time she takes me into that sublime heat. I could stay locked inside her mouth forever, but my balls are starting to quake and I need that pussy.

      Knowing I can’t get her pregnant or it would be yet another cause for scandal, I pull a condom from my pants pocket, but she shakes her head. “When Mama took me to the doctor, they put me on the pill.”

      “Oh thank God.” I drop the condom. “I don’t want a damn thing between us.”

      I need to be inside of Cate so bad that I’m hauling the girl to her feet and pushing her back down on the bed before I know it, coming down on top of her. Our mouths are a mess of tongues, panting, teeth scraping. She’s wild, like I knew she’d be. Begging and clawing for a fuck, even though she’s never had one. Doesn’t know what it feels like. Only that she’s built to get it from me.

      “Easy, baby,” I rasp against her lips. “Calm down. Let me get it in.”

      “Please,” she whimpers, arching her back, offering me those sweet berry nipples, and I suck them greedily, cock in hand. Jerking myself off against her cunt. Getting my tip as wet as possible before I wedge it into her hole, barking a curse at the impossible tightness.

      “It’s going to hurt a little, okay?” I force myself to remain in control, even though I want to slam deep and buck my hips until I no longer have the heavy burden of seed in my sack. She did this to me. She should have to take it. She should get fucked for it. That’s what the devil on my shoulder is whispering in my ear, but no. No, she’s my innocent fairy from the glen. My stepsister. And she deserves the best care. Her care is my job—a job I need. “Shhh, baby. Unclench that little pussy. Relax and let me fill you up.”

      She nods at me, blue eyes riveted on mine.

      Biting her lip, she loosens just enough that my cock passes another inch, before slamming up against another barrier. “Daddy needs to get it all the way in,” I say hoarsely, my hips set to thrust at the first sign of encouragement. Not yet. Not yet.

      “What…what did you say?” Cate whispers.

      What did I say?

      Did I call myself her Daddy?

      I’ve never said anything like that in my life, never even fantasized about it. Definitely not role-playing. And yet, I feel a pulse beat faster between her legs at that word. Her innocent eyes take on an almost drugged quality, her nails turning to claws in my back, making me grunt.

      “S-say it again,” she whimpers, shifting under me.

      “I’ll say it when you’ve got me deep, little girl.” I snap at her lips, her earlobe. “Where no man has gone and no man, except me, is ever going to go.”

      Her thighs flex around me, then drop open, her breath coming faster.

      She’s scared, excited, turned on.

      “Yes, Tristan.”

      I’m hungry. Determined. Overwhelmed by her beauty, her trust. And I have no choice but to look her in the eye and drive forward, groaning at the gentle rip of her hymen, the hot vise-like flesh surrounding me, rippling, squeezing. “Ahhh Christ,” I growl through clenched teeth. “There’s Daddy’s wet, warm girl.”

      Cate sobs, but not from pain.

      She was hot to fuck before. She’s hotter now.

      Her thighs wrap around my hips like vines, her mouth making an O shape. “Oh. Oh lord.” Goddamn right her accent is thick as molasses now. “Hard. Please, Daddy. Fast.”

      Christ.

      I knew she’d be uninhibited, but this is almost an embarrassment of riches. I’ve got a hot little virgin underneath me and she wants a pounding. She’s begging for it.

      Begging for her Daddy to deliver it.

      That’s who I’ve wanted to be to her all along, I realize. The man who takes care of her needs, guides her, protects her. And in an almost too realistic twist, our relationship is also a forbidden secret. There’s something twisted about this, but my need for her outweighs everything. Things like morals and judgments aren’t welcome here.

      Any control I had vanishes in the blink of an eye. I drop my weight down on top of Cate’s slight body and I fuck her in a beastly way. That’s what this attraction to my stepsister is. A goddamn beast. It’s powerful and raw and ruled by instinct. She screams at the full impact of my cock, hollers for me to give it harder.

      Her teeth rip at my shoulder, her nails scraping down my back.

      Her heels urge my ass to pump faster.

      She’s a horny, little wildcat.

      Jesus. Christ. I’m the luckiest son of a bitch alive.

      “Go ahead. Bite and kick and screech, little girl. I’m having this pussy. I’m having it all to myself. It’s mine!” I reach back and grab her heels, yanking them up to her ears. Pinning them there. Listening to that tight, sopping slap of cock hitting cunt. “Are you Daddy’s dirty little secret, baby? Are you going to open these obedient thighs for me behind everyone’s backs?”

      “Yes. Yes!”

      “Goddamn. How am I going to keep my cock out of you for five minutes?” I rock into her roughly. Too rough for a virgin, surely, but she’s mewling, moaning, urging me on with lifts of her hips. “It’s so tight. Such a sweet, slutty little girl. All for me. Only for me.”

      I’ve never said words, foul words, to anyone in my life.

      Cate needs them, though. Wants them.

      She claws me hungrily, enticing me to kiss her—and I do, our tongues battling for entry into each other’s mouths. “Call me that again,” she sobs against my lips, eyes dazed, drunk on pleasure. “S-slutty little girl.”

      Oh my God. Magnificent creature.

      Already she has no boundaries.

      Her trust in me is breathtaking, too. She tells me her needs, her wants, with no hesitation, and I want to reward that impulse. Water it and watch it blossom.

      She deserves everything and I’m going to provide.

      “That’s what you are, isn’t it?” I breathe into her neck. “Spreading your thighs open for your stepbrother. Tempting me out of my mind.” She’s as pure as the driven snow, but it doesn’t matter. Her needs—now our needs—do. I grasp her jaw hard and bite down on the flesh beneath her ear, fucking into her crudely. “Shameful, slutty little girl.”

      Her orgasm is an explosion.

      A jagged intake of air is my own warning before she bucks beneath me, her cunt bearing down and milking, milking, milking my shaft, forcing a bellow out of my throat. The pressure around my cock is so exquisite, so torturous, I see nothing. Hear nothing but her cries, thrusting blindly at the source of my pleasure. My obsession. Come burns up the stalk of my sex, filling her like a flood and she’s greedy for it, turning her head and sinking her teeth into my forearm, screaming in her throat, her body clenching violently, muscles spasming.

      She wrings me out with her tight body, finally going limp, all flushed, dewy skin and dazed eyes. And just like that, she’s back to being the innocent fairy from the glen, peeking up at me to measure my reaction.

      “Cate, my Cate,” I pant, teasing her tongue into a kiss. Rolling us slowly so she’s up against my chest, her naked body twined with mine, sweat drying on our skin and the molested sheets around us. “You’re incredible. And you’re mine. Always.” I tip her chin up, getting lost in the blue of her eyes. “Say it.”

      “I’m yours,” she breathes, resting her cheek on my chest. “Always.”

      For the moment, I allow myself to relax.

      Because I know I’ll need all of my mental strength for the battle ahead.

      Starting tomorrow when everyone else discovers my angel.

      When my angel discovers the world beyond…

      And all I can ever offer her is secrecy.

      Will it be enough?
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      I’m sitting on the balcony looking up at the stars, thinking about my fireflies, when my phone rings. It startles me, the trilling high notes shooting me to my feet.

      When I see the little device dancing around on my coffee table inside, my shoulders relax. I’m never going to get used to having a cell phone. Mama realized pretty quickly that I was too intimidated to answer the thing, so she usually just shows up at the door. Does that mean it’s Tristan? If he’s calling me this late, is something wrong?

      Tomorrow night is the big party. My formal introduction into upper crust Connecticut. After a day of dancing instruction, an etiquette lesson and yet another dress fitting, I’ve been instructed to get some beauty sleep. And I think that’s the problem. There’s too much pressure to fall asleep, so here I am. Thinking. Thinking about a lot of things.

      Mainly my stepbrother.

      What we did in that hotel room yesterday.

      My nipples spike inside my tank top, aching so fiercely I have no choice but to reach up and rub them through the white cotton. I can’t seem to go five minutes without a hot flash of yearning tickling me in all the places he touched. I’ve always been curious about the human body and lovemaking, but I never knew it could be so consuming. That it could turn me into a different person. One who bites and scratches and begs. And likes to be called names.

      Slutty little girl.

      I make a breathless sound and walk back into the apartment, toward the ringing phone. Tristan’s name is right there on the screen, turning my knees to jelly. His voice is right on the other side. Lord, it’s only been a day since I’ve seen him and I miss that voice. Earlier tonight, he was on television, speaking to a man behind a desk. Hundreds of thousands of people were likely watching—but that’s not the same man who sweated atop me, cramming his thickness in to me over and over again. That wasn’t my Daddy.

      I’m the only one who knows that man.

      And it makes me feel illicit.

      Shameful.

      I love that feeling…when it comes to pleasure.

      I love it.

      When Tristan called me his slutty little girl, it shook the bedrock of my femininity. I loved being so tempting that it almost angered him. I loved being the girl with the tight sex he couldn’t help but rut. Forbidden. Dangerous. Bad. The disgrace that comes along with opening my legs for my stepbrother makes me lustful in a way I barely understand.

      Out of bed, though…I worry about a different kind of shame.

      Regarding who I am. Where I came from.

      While I understand the Garners’ reasons for fitting me into a new wardrobe and giving me speech lessons, I don’t think I was so terrible in the first place. Was I? Hartford is beautiful in its own way, and Lord, Tristan is here. But I looked in the mirror tonight while brushing my teeth and I barely recognized the girl staring back at me. It made me nervous.

      Makes me wonder if they would want me at all unless I change.

      If Tristan would want me.

      The phone quiets. A beat passes and it starts ringing again.

      Despite the conflict inside me, I couldn’t keep from answering it if I tried.

      Daddy is calling.

      Pulse tap dancing, I pick up the device, tapping the green button with my finger and holding it up to my ear. “Hi, Tristan.”

      His exhale sends a hot shiver down my back. “Sweetheart. I was getting worried.”

      “Sorry.” My voice is breathless. “I hate this thing sometimes.”

      “The phone?”

      “Yes. It steals me right out of my thoughts.”

      His laugh is sensual, raspy in my ear. “And what were you thinking about?”

      My inner thighs flex and I press them together, but there’s no way to stem the warm rush of moisture that slicks the flesh in between. “A lot of things. My fireflies. The party tomorrow night.” A melting sensation in my belly has me closing my eyes. “You.”

      We both let out a slow breath. The admission is like helium seeping out of a balloon. It’s a dropping of pretense. “I’ve thought of you without cease for weeks, Cate.”

      A smile teases my lips. “Even while you were on television?”

      “Even then. It why I’m outside right now.”

      I whirl back around to face the window, as if I’m going to see him standing there. “You’re here? Now?”

      “The back of the building in my car. I can’t fucking stay away.” His breath is harsh, labored. “One day without my stepsister and I’m a madman.”

      “I miss you, too,” I whisper, my fingertips sliding up and down my belly, body swaying side to side, my blood heating at the possibility of seeing him soon. Having him touch me. Master me. “Are you going to…come up?”

      “I was hoping you’d come down.” The pause is thick. “God help me, I’m already taking risks, but…I need to bring you to my home. I need to fuck you in my bed.”

      That welcoming slide of shamefulness, the intimate kind, envelops me. This part of our relationship is vital. Compulsory. It’s separate from the shame I feel over my past. Who I was before they swooped in and made me over.

      At least, it’s separate for now.

      I’m not sure what I’ll do, or how I’ll feel, if it doesn’t stay that way.

      At this very second, though, I can do nothing but dance around in a circle. “I’ll be down in a few minutes.”

      With an incessant fluttering of excitement in my tummy, I strip down to my skin and put on a loose, peach-colored, baby doll dress and a pair of sandals. Run a brush through my hair. I throw a change of clothes and my toothbrush into one of the fancy purses mama insisted on, adding some panties as an afterthought. Grabbing my apartment keys on the way out the door, I fairly run down the hallway to the elevator, taking it down while bouncing on the balls of my feet. I’ve never been out the back entrance of the building before, but it’s easy enough to find, marked with a glowing, red exit sign.

      On the way to the door, one of the security guards gives me a speculative look from his room full of monitors and briefly, I worry about the risk Tristan is taking, but he must know what he’s doing, right? After all, he’s the master of the universe.

      I slip through the exit door and find Tristan leaning against a low, silver luxury car. For once, he’s not wearing a suit, but jeans and a black sweater, a baseball cap pulled down low to hide his face. I’d recognize that square jawline anywhere, however, so I hurry in the direction of his car, gasping when he catches me in his arms, lifting me off the ground into a hug.

      His rocky exhale stirs my hair, his hold tightening around me. “And just like that, I feel human again.” Strong hands rake down my back, fisting in the hem of my dress. “Let’s get you home before I have you against the side of this car,” he breathes in my ear.

      I nod, unable to speak.

      He carries me to the passenger side, his breath warming my neck, that huge part of him prodding me. Wanting me. I curl my fingers in the hair at the nape of his neck and wrap my legs around his waist, making him growl. Earning me several hard thrusts against the door, both of us moaning, grabbing each other, the car groaning as it rocks behind us.

      “You’ve ruined me,” Tristan pants, palming my bottom beneath my dress. “I’m being asked questions on live television and all I can hear is the wet, slapping sound your pussy makes when I fuck it.” He slaps my backside, creating a perfect, resonating sting that travels the entire length of me. “Apologize to Daddy.”

      “I’m sorry, Daddy,” I wheeze.

      When he drops me to my feet against the vehicle, I’m disoriented, aroused—and then he buckles me in protectively, kissing my forehead, and I switch gears yet again, my heart taking precedent. Pumping wildly. He dotes on me one second, manhandles me another, and I love it. I love the unpredictability of him, because it reminds me of the nature that surrounded me growing up. The power and beauty and honesty of it. The lack of pretense or prettiness that defines the rest of his world. I want to go for his wild ride. Never come down.

      A moment later, Tristan climbs into the driver’s side and peels out of the rear lane behind my building. He takes the dark streets expertly, his restless energy reaching out and grabbing me across the car. Making my fingers clutch the edge of the leather seat, forcing me to focus on my breathing so I don’t hyperventilate.

      I’m going to die without him inside me.

      I’m going to die.

      “Is it always like this between a man and a woman?” I manage to ask.

      His laughter cracks like lightning. “No, baby. It’s not.”

      That makes me tip my head back against the seat, my palms slicking up and down my thighs. “I saw on television…well, don’t you live in the governor’s mansion, Tristan? You can’t be taking me there.”

      “I live there during the week. But I have a private home, as well. Not too far from our parents’ house. That’s where we’re going.”

      I nod, relieved to hear we’re not far, and five minutes later, we pull through an electronic gate and fly down a cobblestone driveway, braking in front of a place so gorgeous, it could be a painting. A tall, ivy-draped, white brick mansion. Even though it’s so large, there’s a certain rustic charm to it. Lanterns flicker on either side of the entrance, the shutters on the windows are attached with black wrought iron, trees sway in the night breeze on all sides.

      I don’t realize how long I’ve been gaping until Tristan opens the passenger door and lifts me out, carrying me up the steps to the front door and kicking it open. I burrow my face into his neck and let him take me wherever we’re going, the urgency to have our bodies joined matching beat for beat. We reach the top of a broad, wooden staircase and take a right, entering a bedroom I instantly know belongs to Tristan.

      It’s no-nonsense. Cream and forest greens. Sturdy furniture.

      A huge window overlooking the backyard and—

      “Wait. What is that?” I wiggle out of his hold, racing to the glass to look out into the trees. And there…there is it. The moonlight is just strong enough that I can make out a tire swing in the backyard. “Is that…oh my gosh!”

      “Cate…I was going to show you in the morning…”

      I don’t bother listening, racing back down the stairs, ignoring Tristan’s shout to slow down and not break my neck. I’m unfamiliar with the house, so I skid into the kitchen first, reverse directions and find the exit into the backyard through a mud room. Tears spring to my eyes when I see the tire swing dangling from a towering oak tree and I throw my arms around it like a long-lost friend, even though I know it’s not my…

      It can’t be my tire swing.

      But when I lean back to study it closely, there’s the familiar, worn out brand name. There’s the little red heart I painted with Mama’s old nail polish.

      Tristan exits the house and my hand comes up to trap a sob. “How did you do this?”

      He watches me closely. Intensely. “I could tell it meant something to you. I hired someone to go collect it, send it to me.”

      I breathe his name like a prayer. “Tristan. I can’t believe you did this.”

      In that confident way of his, he starts forward, coming off the patio into the tree-covered backyard. “I did replace the rope. It was fraying and unsafe. Kind of like running down the stairs at full speed.” Looking at me hard a moment, he finally softens. “There are fireflies back here in the summertime, baby. Although I did ask if we could bring some here in a jar from North Carolina.”

      Bursting at the seams with happiness, I throw myself into his arms, my tears of joy soaking into the shoulder of his sweater. “Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.”

      His arms come around me slowly, holding tight. And when he speaks, his tone is thoughtful. “You like this a lot more than the apartment, don’t you? The jewelry, the—”

      “Yes.”

      This swing was always there. No matter who came and left or how I spoke or dressed. It was always right there. I want to say these words out loud to my stepbrother, but I don’t want to ruin the moment. Don’t want to come across unappreciative for what he’s done.

      So I kiss him instead. Soundly.

      I cinch my thighs around his hips and urge his mouth to open and accept my grateful tongue. And it doesn’t take much work to make him kiss me back. No, he takes control in a snap, his body bowing over mine, our lips frantic, frantic to taste. His hands grapple with my dress, yanking it up to knead the cheeks of my bottom, ride me up and down his lap. The appearance of the tire swing has brought the unruliness back inside me. The way I used to live, full force, in the fields and backwoods of my home. Unrestrained. And I pour all of that into the kiss, tempting Tristan to join me in my breathless freedom.

      “Fuck,” he grits out against my mouth. “This is why I didn’t want to show you until morning. Never going to make it to the bed now. You’re always so goddamn hot for it.”

      “Be inside me, Daddy,” I mewl against his mouth, rubbing my sex on top of his.

      Tristan shudders, dropping to his knees and laying me down in the grass. His chest heaves, fingers uncharacteristically clumsy as he unfastens his jeans, tearing down the zipper. I sit up halfway, long enough to strip the loose dress over my head, baring my naked body to the moonlight, to my stepbrother’s eyes—and at the very same moment, we seem to recall how forbidden this is. That he’s stolen me away under the cover of night, unable to wait, unable to go another hour without having our bodies fused.

      “Last time, I was so desperate…I swore someone was going to interrupt us or try and take you away from me.” He rakes a hand down between my breasts, belly, sliding a thumb between the folds of my sex, rubbing the sensitive button at the top. Slowly, sensuously, his face shadowed thanks to the moon at his back. “Can’t leave my stepsister’s little pussy unlicked again. It’s been too good to me.”

      The sight of this powerful man, a governor, getting on his belly in the grass between my spread thighs robs me of breath. His broad shoulders bump my legs farther apart, pin them open, his warm breath coasting over my damp flesh.

      “So sweet,” he mutters, kissing my mound, dragging his lips lower, lower down my slit and back up, kissing me again. “So precious.” He parts me with the tip of his tongue, gripping my hips roughly. “And yet, it brings me to my fucking knees, doesn’t it, baby?”

      My stepbrother eats me alive, right there in the grass.

      Turns his mouth sideways and slants French kisses between my parted flesh, tonguing me hungrily and groaning, pumping a long middle finger into my opening, pressing it in and out, summoning forth even more wetness. So much that I’m almost embarrassed and try to close my legs, but he laughs darkly and pries them open, lapping at me greedily, rubbing his lips side to side over my bundle of nerves and finally, finally, licking me in earnest. Laving me firmly with his tongue, directly over that spot, that spot that arches my back and makes me rip grass out of the earth.

      “Tristan,” I scream through clenched teeth. “Don’t stop.”

      He bears down with that tongue, sawing over that swollen nub, the epicenter of feeling, until I’m straining, bucking, forcing him to pin my hips with a forearm. A scary, wonderful collecting of lust in my center implodes—and then I quite simply fly. I grind up and down on Tristan’s pleasure-giving mouth, inciting my body further, extending the flight up, up, up until I finally come crashing down, tears rolling down my temples, my muscles in a fit.

      I’m not sure where I get the strength, but I’m moving before my orgasm is even finished cresting. Pushing my stepbrother down onto his back in the grass and taking his fat organ inside of me, pumping my hips on it eagerly, riding him the way I’ve watched rich people ride horses.

      “Oh Jesus,” he rasps, yanking me up and back on his lap with big hands, his eyes devouring my breasts, my face, that place where we connect. Become one. “Jesus Christ, yes. That’s my horny little sister. That’s my wet little plaything.”

      He rolls me over onto my back, wrapping a hand around my throat.

      His erection pummels me, stretching me with every violent thrust.

      We’re animals. Filthy, desperate. Moaning.

      I slap him across the face and he bites my neck, his fingers bruising on my thighs, my buttocks, his body driving mine into the dirt and grass.

      “This isn’t even fucking,” he growls in my ear. “This is mating, baby. Daddy’s mating you so good.”

      “Say it,” I breathe, burying my nails in his pumping backside. “P-please.”

      Tristan makes a choke sound. He knows exactly what I’m asking for.

      Wants to give it to me. Wants to be that much more depraved with me.

      “Slut,” he rasps, bringing his mouth down hard on mine. Kissing me crudely, his tongue deep in my mouth, teeth clashing. “Wild, horny, little wildcat slut.”

      Another orgasm slams me down onto the ground, pinning me as I shake, sobbing, sobbing his name. My tummy momentarily cramps, the climax is so intense, my intimate muscles are rippling so hard. And then I’m face down on the grass, butt in the air, Tristan’s palm cracking once, twice across my backside, before his manhood plows into me. With such force that it brings my knees off the ground.

      They land again and I scream. Inhale loudly. Scream again.

      My hair is wrapped in a tight fist and Tristan must have removed his sweater, because suddenly his chiseled chest is raking up and down my back, his hips slapping that hard, long part of him inside me, his ragged grunts echoing in the trees. “Now you say what I want to hear,” he says, his tongue licking a path up my spine. “Call for me, little girl.”

      “Daddy,” I whimper, my cheek sliding up and back in the grass. “Fill me up, Daddy.”

      “Ah God. Yes. Here it comes, baby.” Tristan jolts, groans and falls forward on top of me, flattening me on the ground, his arousal flexing and spurting inside of me. I bare my teeth at the night, writhing my hips, desperate to make him hot until the very end. To take every drop he’s giving me. He tries to pin me down and hold me still while he climaxes, but I won’t let him, spreading my thighs and ticking my hips back, riding myself on his draining steel, riding until he bellows my name hoarsely and drops, boneless, beside me.

      I’m floating.

      I’ve never been so weightless and it’s amazing, but it’s even better when Tristan anchors me, drawing me into his arms tightly, kissing my forehead, my cheeks, my mouth. “Look at me,” he says, voice serious. He doesn’t speak again until I manage to raise my heavy eyelids. “Like I said to you in the car, it’s not like this very often between a man and woman. Maybe it never is. So this…this is new to me, too, in some ways. Losing myself so…completely. When I’m inside you, we get a little crazy, and Jesus, I love that. I need it. Need you. But those things I say to you aren’t part of our reality. You understand? You’re a sweet, beautiful, perfect angel, Cate. I need you to look at me and tell me you understand.”

      Until he says those words, I don’t realize how badly I needed to hear them.

      There is no safer place than in Tristan’s arms, but he just made that even truer.

      I nod, kissing him back. “I understand.”

      His exhale carries the weight of relief. But he’s still tense. “Cate, I’m in love with you.”

      My eyes fly to his and I see something there. Love, yes. But there’s more.

      There’s obsession. The threat of madness.

      And I love those things about him, too. I love everything about my stepbrother. So my voice is clear and leaves no doubts behind when I whisper, “I love you, too.”

      Breath stuttering out, he can’t speak for a long time.

      Long after he carries me inside and makes love to me in his bed until the sun rises.

      Everything feels perfect.

      But there’s never any telling what the night will bring.
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      I adjust my tie in the mirror, trying to split my attention between getting ready for tonight’s party and the Zoom staff meeting taking place on my laptop. “Carolyn, reach out to Senator Wichowski. Make sure we can count on his social media support on election day. The numbers in his district could swing either way. Let’s swing them ours.” I add my grandfather’s gold tie clasp, which I only wear on special occasions. “And Joe? I wasn’t thrilled with the attack ad angle on the latest commercial. Let’s dial it back and let the guy bury himself. We don’t need to do it for him. The debate last month spoke for itself.”

      “On it, Governor. Totally agree.”

      “I’ll be away from my phone tonight. Let’s meet tomorrow in the afternoon. Take Saturday morning for yourselves.”

      An electronic cheer goes up and I smile absently, clicking my laptop shut. Normally my staff would have weekends off, but the election is only weeks away, so it’s all hands on deck.

      I throw on my jacket, bracing my hands on my dresser.

      A deep breath…and then thoughts of Cate rush in.

      This is how it goes. I can concentrate for only minutes at a time before I have to surrender to the obsession. The constant whirlwind of her beauty dominating my head. Her voice, her touch, her scent, her name alone can rock me. It’s a wonder I was able to part ways with her at dawn when I dropped her back at the building. Letting her go, even for a matter of hours, turns me into an anxious madman. I want, I ache, I hunger constantly.

      For the thousandth time today, I hit the code on my phone and pull up the pictures of her naked. My cock hurries to stiffen, straining against the zipper of my pants. How many times did I take her last night in my bed? Four? Five? And yet it’s like I haven’t fucked her in months. My fingers curl into the edges of the dresser, my hips grinding and bucking against the sturdy wood, head falling back, pretending it’s her pretty little ass bent over in front of me.

      The sound of a car pulling up in the driveway steals my attention, forcing me to quit molesting the furniture, and I look outside to find Rebecca stepping out of the limousine in her evening wear. My father climbs out after…

      And then Cate.

      My chest grows crowded at the sight of her.

      She’s been dressed in a deep red. So deep it’s almost black. The silk dress rises to her neck in the front, nearly to her chin. Which apparently is an excuse to leave her sexy legs on full display, the hem far too high for my comfort, the black heels elongating them to an indecent level. Her mouth is painted the color of fresh cherries, hair twisted in a sophisticated knot on top of her head.

      She’s a fucking vision.

      And after tonight, she’ll be in the public eye. For everyone to want.

      To covet.

      By God, I’ll be the only man who she ever loves, though. I won’t allow anyone to take that honor from me. I’ll do whatever it takes to keep her affection. It goes without saying that I will love her endlessly. The real her. The unbridled girl underneath the new, fancy wrapping.

      My Cate.

      I’m striding from my bedroom before I know I’m moving. Toward her.

      God, what I wouldn’t give to have her to myself tonight. To strip her slowly out of that dress and make love to her in every room of my house.

      There is something that remains unsettled inside of me. A worry that I’ve allowed these changes to her to happen when none were necessary. She’s perfect now and she was perfect to begin with. But I can’t stand that I helped…correct her in any way. This angel. This unique original. Does she understand that my love wasn’t contingent on that change? Surely she must. I’ve been infatuated since we met in the glen.

      I reach the foyer of my home just as she walks in the door. Both of us stop to stare at each other across the room. Our parents walk inside behind her—and I severely underestimated how difficult it would be not touching Cate now that I’ve had her.

      This is going to be a long night.

      Rebecca clips forward with an open smile, kissing me on the cheek. “The house looks incredible, Tristan.”

      “Yes,” I murmur, absently scanning the candlelit space. “I had nothing to do with it, of course. The party planners have been busy.”

      “Of course,” my father echoes, shaking my hand. “Evening, son.”

      I nod, my gaze zeroing in on my stepsister. “Hello, Cate.”

      “Hello, Tristan.”

      “How long until the guests arrive?” asks my father.

      I get the sense he’s trying to distract me, since I’m openly staring at Cate and there’s no way to help it. Especially when she’s staring back, the pulse at the base of her neck fluttering like a hummingbird’s wings. “Twenty minutes, give or take,” I respond finally, my voice a scrape of sound. Fuck it, I need to have her or I’ll never make it through tonight. I’m hard. Throbbing. My hands are bereft without the softness of her skin. “Rebecca, would you mind checking in with the caterers?” I ask. “They need a few questions answered about the schedule and I’m useless with these kinds of things.”

      My stepmother is already heading toward the kitchen. “Of course!”

      I transfer my attention to my father. “Feel free to relax with a drink. I need to speak with Cate in my office.”

      His jaw hardens. “About what?”

      Honestly, this whole pretense is unnecessary. He knows how badly I want her. He’s known since the beginning. He might even be aware that it has progressed further, since—as my campaign manager—he makes it his business to know everything I do. This pretense is more for Cate’s benefit than anything. “I want to make sure she’s ready for tonight.”

      Cate is watching the exchange nervously, but I see the way she wets her lips.

      The sudden weighted quality of her eyelids.

      She’s as anxious to be alone with me as I am with her.

      “I’ll speak to her about whatever I choose,” I finally respond to my father, before indicating the staircase to Cate. “If you’ll join me in my office, please? Second door on the left at the top of the stairs.”

      Not hauling her up against me as she passes is a herculean feat. But after one more tense look between me and my father, I follow her, not bothering to hide my rapt perusal of her thighs, her heart-shaped backside…or the dark intention in every line of my body.

      As soon as we’re inside the office with the door closed, I have my hands all over her. I’m tugging the hem of her dress up to her waist and molding her tight butt in my grip, my mouth raking over her tits through the thin material of her dress. Backing her toward my desk and lifting her up onto the edge, shoving open her legs.

      “If you mess up my hair and makeup,” Cate breathes. “Mama will freak out.”

      I slide a hand between her cunt and the hard surface of the desk, flexing my fingers and making her whimper. “I promise I’m only going to mess up this pussy.”

      Her eyes are blue fire. “Yes. Please, Tristan.”

      The way she speaks my name with such reverence makes my heart sprint—and suddenly there is more than one reason I need her in this office. I need promises, I need an understanding before she’s paraded around in front of other people. I need to remind her that we belong to each other and no one else. “Cate…” I frame her jaw in my hand, making sure she’s focused, giving me eye contact. “You’ve worked so hard. You are more than ready for tonight. And I’ll be there to guide you, okay?”

      A hint of anxiety dances across her features and I realize she’s been hiding it well. “Okay.” She nods bravely. “I know you will.”

      “Good.” I tilt her head sideways so I can trace the line of her neck with my tongue. “Starting tonight, men are going to want you, Cate. And they won’t know you’re mine.” My grip intensifies, along with the urgency in my blood. “But you will remember. Won’t you, sweetheart? When they strut like peacocks in front of you and ask you on dates, you will decline. You’ll decline knowing damn well you’re going to get on your back for your stepbrother later and spread your thighs.” My pulse is pounding in my ears. “I’m the only one who you’ll ever love. The only one who fucks you, kisses you, spoils you. Is that clear, little girl?”

      “Yes. Yes. I’m yours,” she says shakily. “You didn’t have to remind me.”

      “Oh, you’re going to be reminded.” I tuck my fingers into the sides of her panties and she lifts her hips, so I can drag them down her legs, stuffing the black, lacy things into my pocket. “You’re going to be reminded good and hard and often.”

      “Now, Daddy?” She fumbles with my zipper. “Now?”

      Lust rakes through me almost painfully, the need to release inside her, claim her, blistering. “In a minute.” I reach into my jacket pocket and produce a velvet box, flipping open the lid without looking, so I can witness her reaction. “This is to help you remember.”

      I never would have believed myself the kind of man who buys a collar.

      Not in a million years.

      Then again, I’ve never been so determined to keep someone. Possess them. Nor will I ever be again. There is only Cate. And I want her pretty little neck wrapped in a reminder of who she belongs to. At all times. It’s only fair, considering there has been an invisible hand circling my throat since I met her, compressing my windpipe, making me short of breath. “If I can’t make it clear you’re mine in public, I want something beneath your clothes. Something we both know is there.” I take the thin, black strip of leather out of the box, fingering the gold ring connecting the two sides. “It means you’re off limits to anyone but me. Will you wear it for me, Cate?”

      Her answer is to reach back and untie the knot at the nape of her neck, letting the top of her silk dress flutter down to her waist, baring her pert tits. “I want to wear it.”

      I didn’t expect the rise of power inside of me. But when I circle her delicate throat with the leather and secure the clasp, something heady locks into place. By no means am I relaxed. How can I be when she’s half naked in front of me and I’m turned on beyond recognition? But there is a calming of a certain raging storm in my chest.

      The claim has been made.

      She’s mine.

      And the symbolic granting of ownership sends us both into a frenzy, my hands yanking Cate to the very edge of the desk, her whimper of “Daddy” taking on a whole new meaning. Somehow my intuition must have known all along it was coming, it was what we needed. Her security. My dominance. Dominance that runs wild now, given free rein.

      “Mine.”

      “Yes,” she whispers. “Yours.”

      I test her wetness with two fingers and find her dripping. Refusing to let a drop go to waste, I suck that sugary nectar off my fingers, then wrap a fist around my cock, guiding it between her legs. Pumping deep with a growl, I don’t pause to get used to her extreme tightness. There’s no time. And she doesn’t want to wait, either. As usual, my stepsister is a fucking wildcat, her nails digging into my ass, her hips scooting sharply to meet every single one of my thrusts, lust sparking in her eyes.

      The sounds that come out of us belong in a jungle.

      Two animals in heat, mating for their lives.

      Grunting, straining, fucking.

      I bite down on her collar, practically climbing her petite body, trying to get my cock deeper and she yanks me by the flesh of my ass, whining for harder, faster, more. The desk rocks beneath us, the feet elevating off the floor and slamming back down. Vaguely, I realize the thumping can be heard downstairs, but there is no rational thought involved when I’m inside this girl, this sweet, dirty girl who begs for my dick like it’s her last breath.

      I shove my mouth up against her ear. “Who’s Daddy’s little come slut?”

      An exultant sob wrenches from her mouth. “I am.”

      “Who needs to be fucked constantly because she’s a horny little girl?”

      Her tits bounce exquisitely in time with my reckless thrusts. “Me!”

      I pound into her harder, pressure burning up and down my spine, telling me the end is close. Of course it is. She’s like a manacle around my cock, squeezing, her beauty choking me, eating me alive. I’m so fucking close and so is she, her clit swelling more and more every time I stroke against it—

      The door to my office opens.

      My father stands there, his face impassive as he watches me fuck my stepsister. Brutally. And I don’t stop. I can’t. I’m too close and she needs the release. The hot, desperate little noises she’s making, the quickening of her cunt, tell me the storm is about to break.

      “Guests are arriving,” my father bites out.

      “Get the fuck out!” I roar, bending her back over the desk and tossing her legs up over my shoulders, baring down with my hips, pinching her nipples to push her over the edge.

      My father remains there for a few seconds too long, watching, but he finally leaves, the door clicking shut to mark his exit. I drag my fingers across her spiked nipples one more time, then down to the juncture of her thighs, rubbing her clit, teasing in circles until her back arches and her eyes go blind. She quakes around me, babbling my name, hips still lifting and grinding back down on my cock, insatiable, perfect. Mine.

      “I fucking love you,” I rasp, letting my come erupt with a shout, watching from above as it fills her, the delicate pink flesh of her cunt milking me, accepting it into her body greedily.

      Desperate to have her close as possible, I draw her up off the desk into my arms, rocking her against my chest. “I love you, too,” she whispers.

      And in that moment, we’re too bonded to break.

      But a fear voices itself in the back of my head, warning me of the tests ahead…
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      With the collar around my neck, I’m somehow more free than I’ve ever been.

      Even while riding a tire swing barefoot or frolicking with fireflies in the wilderness.

      I feel like I could leap from the top of the staircase and float down, into the entry area where guests are beginning to congregate in their finery. But I’m not nervous about how the night will unfold, like I thought I would be. There’s power flowing through me. It’s not coming from the the thin strip of leather Tristan clasped around my throat, but that leather choker is a reminder of the authority I hold. It’s a reminder of my position in the relationship with the man descending the stairs behind me. How much I’m needed. How much I need in return.

      My sex is swollen between my thighs, still tingling from my stepbrother’s hostile treatment. My nipples are sensitive from his palms. I want to make a good impression tonight, so I remind myself for the tenth time that I checked myself in the mirror. Apart from my flushed cheeks, there are no outward signs of what happened in Tristan’s office. No one is the wiser.

      Well.

      My stepfather is aware of my relationship with his son now. But I recall Elton’s face when he opened the door and he wasn’t surprised. It was almost as though he expected to find Tristan and me entangled on the desk. It was also obvious he isn’t happy about it.

      I avoid Elton’s gaze as I enter the spacious entryway, although his attention burns along my shoulders. Two dozen or so guests milling around making small talk, receiving glasses of bubbly champagne from silver trays. Jewelry from the female guests winks in the candlelight, uniformed waitresses easily weave in and out of groups unnoticed. The men, coiffed and dapper in their suits, eye me with interest. Maybe even with lust, which I now recognize.

      When my presence in the room begins to be the cause of speculation, Mama clinks a spoon to her champagne flute. “Thank you so much for coming, everyone. We’re glad you could make it. We’ve invited you to dinner at Governor Garner’s home this evening for dinner, but we must confess to an ulterior motive.” She smiles warmly at my stepbrother, who is standing just beyond my shoulder. “Governor, would you like to do the honors?”

      “Yes, thank you, Rebecca.”

      Tristan’s professional tone is so different from the one that rasps in my ear. Robust and confident, but definitely no less sexy. I paste a fond smile onto my face and turn to meet his eyes, my hands folded politely at my waist. The way I practiced with my etiquette instructor when we went over the proper behavior when introduced tonight.

      A flicker of heat passes through his eyes and my core clenches, the moment passing too quickly for anyone to notice but the two of us.

      No one will ever know about the two of us.

      I’ve known this. But somehow having the collar around my neck makes the realization hit harder. Hit…differently. We could stay together forever, but only ever in secret. There will be no wedding. No children. Just secrecy. Hidden symbolism under my clothes, just like the love bruises and bites he leaves on me.

      My thoughts must show on my face because Tristan hesitates, his brow furrowing slightly, before he continues.

      “We have a new addition to the Garner family. It is my honor to present you Miss Cate Worthington. My stepsister and Rebecca’s daughter from a previous marriage.” He smiles right through the ensuing commotion. “Until recently, she was living with her father down south, but she’s chosen to make her home in Connecticut and we couldn’t be more pleased to have her.”

      Remembering what I was taught, I make sure to look at least five people in the eye and smile, nothing to hide. If I pretend there is nothing out of the ordinary, they won’t go digging into my past and find out my father died a year ago. That I was a minor left to my own devices. Or that Rebecca had walked out on her family to marry Elton.

      “Thank you,” I say smoothly, accepting a champagne glass from one of the passing trays, holding it up. “I’m too young to drink this. You won’t tell anyone, will you?” I laugh and the room laughs along with me. “I look forward to meeting all of you.” Two men, who appear to be reporters, scribble onto notepads and absently, I notice one of them is wearing Superman cuff links. “In the meantime, thank you to my mother, stepfather and the governor for welcoming me so warmly into the fold. Cheers, everyone.”

      The next hour is a blur.

      Mama escorts me from group to group and I answer questions about life in the south. Questions about the heat, mostly. For some reason these people are super fixated on weather. I deftly avoid any specific mention of the town where I lived and my father’s name. Distracted by ample champagne and the appetizer service, no one seems to find anything amiss, nor do they see fit to question my mother about her previous marriage.

      An older woman pulls Mama to the side to speak about a political proposal and I’m left alone for the first time in an hour. My mouth hurts from talking, so I fade into the shadows and take the opportunity to recharge, automatically seeking out Tristan with my gaze. And there he is, across the room, looking presidential and formidable, men gathered around him and hanging on every word. Mid-sentence, his attention zeroes in on me and heats, causing a low tug in my belly.

      I avert my eyes, but run a finger along the jewelry beneath my clothes and I know he sees me, because I hear him clear his throat hard.

      Smiling to myself, I start to venture toward the backyard for some fresh air, but a young man steps into my path. “Miss Worthington? I was hoping I’d have a chance to say hello.” His eyes seem kind, so I shake the hand he offers, smiling back. “I’m Greg Turner. One of the governor’s junior advisors.” His smile is broad, revealing a crooked front tooth. “I was wondering if you were planning to work for the campaign.”

      I don’t have to dig far for my practiced answer. “No. But I’ll be working on my mother’s charitable committees, and since the governor is involved so often, I’ll suppose I’ll be working with the campaign indirectly on occasion.”

      “Ah.” He nods, stepping closer, if hesitantly, and there’s a blush forming on his cheeks. “That’s too bad. I was kind of hoping I’d see you around the offices—”

      “Is there something you need, Mr. Turner?” Tristan asks, stepping into view. “If not, I believe my stepsister has enjoyed enough of your attention.”

      “Sorry, Governor.” Greg puts a larger gap of distance between us. “You’re right, I’m monopolizing her time. My apologies, Miss Worthington.”

      I shake my head, trying to comfort him with a smile. “No need to apologize.”

      Greg sighs, seemingly transfixed by me.

      “You were going?” Tristan prompts Greg when he lingers.

      The young man jolts, pushing his glasses up his nose. “Right. Sorry.”

      Greg scurries off, melting into a group of men in suits.

      Tristan’s back is to the rest of the room, so no one can see the hard look he gives me. “And so it begins,” he mutters. “Did you have to be so fucking beautiful, Cate?”

      With that, he turns on a heel and rejoins his group, snapping a glass of champagne off a nearby tray and downing it in one gulp. It’s the briefest of encounters with my stepbrother and yet my knees are shaking, my pulse drumming crazily. As the evening wears on, it’s getting harder to hide my attraction to him in a room full of people. I want to be pressed up against his side, I want him to lean down and kiss me while someone else tells a story.

      But that’ll never happen.

      My gnawing worries are given a voice when my stepfather appears at my elbow, a glass of liquor in his hand. “He’ll never acknowledge you. Not the way you need.”

      I flush to my hairline.

      Not only have I been caught doubting my relationship with Tristan, but this is the man who saw me nearly naked an hour ago, seconds away from an orgasm. I barely resist the urge to curl my arms around myself protectively.

      “Did you hear me?”

      “Yes,” I whisper through cold lips.

      “His political career will always come first.” Elton lowers his voice. “Did you think this makeover might give you a chance with him? Out in the open?”

      No.

      No, I didn’t think that. Did I?

      Yes. Deep, deep down I did.

      Maybe I believed on some level that these supposed improvements might make me worthy of love in the light. With Tristan. If not that, there is definitely a huge part of me that wishes I didn’t need to be transformed at all. That I could be loved just for me. I would have been content with that. But it’s too late. I’ve allowed it to happen. I was so worried about making my new family ashamed of me, I’ve shamed myself. Who I was. Where I’ve been.

      “This will hold him back, career-wise, you know. With a wife and children, he might have a real shot at the White House. But it’ll never happen now, they’ll uncover his dirty little secret eventually. It always comes out in the wash.”

      Dirty little secret.

      This is what I was afraid of. That the words Tristan whispers in my ear during sex would reach outside the bedroom. Follow me into real life. I love the way that sentiment makes me feel when he’s inside me, but I don’t like them now. The warm glow that was wrapped around me on the way downstairs is gone, replaced with barbed wire digging into my skin.

      “Cate.” I shake myself out of my thoughts and find Tristan looking down at me. When did he cross the room? “She’s upset,” he growls at Elton. “What did you say to her?”

      “Nothing that wasn’t true.”

      A muscle hops in Tristan’s cheek. I watch the angry movement happen through a blur, thanks to the unwanted tears clouding my vision. “Tristan,” I manage. “It’s fine.”

      “Look at you. It’s not fine.” He takes two harsh breaths. “Get everyone out of my house. Now.”

      The order causes his father to do a double take. “What? Are you serious?”

      “Get. Everyone. Out.” Tristan speaks through his teeth. “Or I’ll throw them out.”

      Rebecca notices the tension and joins us with a forced smile. “Is everything okay?”

      “No, it’s not. The party is over.”

      Tristan’s no-nonsense tone registers with my mother and she doesn’t question him, cogs turning behind her eyes. “I’m so sorry, everyone,” she calls, turning to face the room. “I’m afraid I’m not feeling well. We’re going to have to cut this party short.”

      The four of us don’t move as the guests collect their things and file out of the house, accepting small gifts on their way out from yet another silver tray. Tristan looks like he’s going to snap, Elton is visibly nervous and as usual, my mother is smoothing everything over with the confused people who only got half a party.

      The door closes on the final guest and I hold my breath.

      “The catering staff is still afoot,” Rebecca says quietly. “Let’s be mindful of that.”

      A beat passes. And then my stepbrother is threading his fingers through mine, leading me down toward the east wing of the house, our parents hurrying behind us to keep up. He closes the four of us inside a large study I haven’t been inside before.

      “I’ll ask again,” Tristan says, enunciating each word in his father’s direction. “What did you say to Cate to make her upset?”

      As he asks the question, I’m reeled into his arms and held tightly against his chest.

      His thumb strums my spine and I hear my mother’s intake of breath. Her realization that there’s a lot more than meets the eye to my relationship with Tristan—and I find myself unconcerned about her judgment. I knew exactly what I was doing entering into this relationship. Just like I learned how to make my own decisions when she left. “Oh, Cate…”

      “I didn’t say anything that wasn’t obvious,” snaps Elton, interrupting his wife. “She’s the dirty little secret that’s going to keep you out of the White House. It’s a fact.”

      Tristan bristles, the skin of his throat heating against my forehead. “How dare you speak to her like that,” he growls. “There’s nothing dirty about her. Cate, do not listen to him.”

      “Why not? He’s right,” I croak, pushing out of Tristan’s hold. Looking up into his handsome face, so stunned over my pronouncement. “You can’t tell anyone about me. You can’t hold my hand or kiss me in public. We’ll have to sneak around. Forever. And I thought…it was so stupid to think if I become a lady, that might change. Of course it won’t. It can’t. Not without ruining your life.” He says my name raggedly, his expression shocked, but I swipe at my tears and press on before he can continue. “And I don’t want to do that, Tristan. I don’t want to be some huge liability to you. Not when you could be president one day. M-maybe I should go back to North Carolina and—”

      “No.” Tristan seizes my arms, a crazed expression on his face. “Take yourself away from me? Leave me? Do you think I would survive that?”

      In my periphery, I see my mother sink onto an ottoman, hands covering her mouth.

      “He said you would never put me before your political career,” I whisper, moisture raining down my cheeks, dripping off my chin. “And you shouldn’t. You shouldn’t throw it all away for me. Don’t let me ruin you. I’m…” I gesture to the expensive dress. “This isn’t even me. This is just what you want me to be. And if the old me wasn’t good enough, then I’m not.”

      “No. No.” Tristan gets down on his knees, burying the crown of his head in my stomach and gathering me close. “I didn’t want to change a single thing about you, baby. You were perfect. You are perfect. I just wanted to protect you and I let it get too far. Goddammit, Cate, I’ve been in love with you since the glen. I wanted you any way I could get you.”

      I want to believe him, but I don’t know if I can. Here I am in these uncomfortable shoes after a night of speaking in someone else’s voice.

      And Tristan sees the doubt in my eyes. It forces a gruff denial from his throat. Faster than I can track his movements, he’s on his feet, throwing open the doors of the study.

      “Where are you going?” shouts Elton.

      “To drag the damn reporter back. We’re making this right.”

      What does he mean? Make this right?

      With my heart in my throat, I run out of the room after Tristan, but his long stride means he’s already eaten up a lot of ground. He throws open the front door and pauses, moving again once he spies who he’s looking for. Everyone else has gone, taillights disappearing down the long driveway. All except for one guest. One of the reporters I saw earlier, the one with the Superman cuff links, is smoking a cigarette beside his car. He stubs it out under his toe and prepares to climb into his vehicle, but pauses when he sees Tristan thundering in his direction.

      “You,” Tristan barks, “How about an exclusive?”

      “Sure,” the man answers automatically, fumbling for a pen in his jacket. “Do you mind if I record this on my phone?”

      “Be my guest.”

      By this time, our parents have joined us outside. I manage to tear my attention off Tristan long enough to see my mother appears apprehensive, confused, while my stepfather is panicked. “Tristan, don’t do this. Don’t throw it away for nothing.”

      “Nothing?” Slowly, he turns, his eyes glittering even in the darkness. “Try everything. I know exactly what I’m doing. I’m doing what I have to do to keep what matters most. Her.” His eyes find me a few feet away and I suck in a breath at the intensity there. “I deserve to start from scratch for letting her think for one fucking second that she wasn’t good enough. I hurt the girl who I love. And that makes me not good enough.”

      At some point during Tristan’s speech, the reporter has turned on his phone, holding it up and catching every word. “You…” The man’s eyes tick between me and my stepbrother, putting the pieces together. “You and Miss Worthington are…together. Your relationship goes beyond stepbrother and stepsister. That’s what you’re telling me?”

      “Yes. Well beyond.” He stops to clear the emotion from his throat. “I’m in love with her. And somehow, after everything I’ve done, she loves me back.”

      A sound trips out of my mouth, tears rushing to my eyes.

      Elton curses vilely.

      The reporter appears dumbfounded. “Experts are calling you a shoo-in for the presidential nomination after one more term as governor. You’re willing to lose that chance?”

      Tristan’s gaze burns into mine. “She’s worth it. She’s always been worth it.”

      I don’t think. I simply run to him, throwing my arms around his waist and letting myself be picked up off the ground. “I’m sorry,” he whispers hoarsely into my neck. “I’m sorry. I was an idiot. No more pretending to be anything but my Cate, okay? My angel from the glen.”

      Moisture leaves my eyes, soaking into the shoulder of his jacket. My heart swells to the point of nearly bursting. I never would have wished for this, for Tristan to jeopardize everything for our relationship, but I’ve also never felt more loved and valued and safe.

      Tristan sets me down reluctantly, holding me against his side to face the reporter. “I expect this will be all over tomorrow morning’s news cycle.”

      The reporter purses his lips. “No.”

      We exchange a confused look. “No?” prompts Tristan.

      “I’m not an idealistic man by any means,” says the reporter, erasing the voice memo of Tristan’s confession. Showing us as he does it. “But I wouldn’t mind having someone as honest and selfless as you running the country, Governor. Someone who knows how to put his ambitions aside for the sake of others will do more for this country than a scandal will.” He winks at us, dropping his phone back into his jacket pocket. “Like I said, though, I’m not totally unselfish. I’ll be expecting a job on the White House press corps when you’re elected. Do we have a deal?”

      “No,” Tristan says, his tone adamant. “I need Cate to know I’m serious about her. That I would do anything for her—”

      “I do know.” I take him by the lapels of his jacket, stepping in between him and the reporter. “You just showed me. I have all the proof I need.”

      He shakes his head. “Cate, please let me do this for you.”

      “Don’t you see? You did. You showed me what you’re willing to do. I’ll never doubt you again. Never doubt us again.”

      His forehead finds mine, his breath ghosting over my lips. “I want to be with you in the open. God, sweetheart, you deserve that.”

      “Someday we will.” I kiss him softly. “But not today. Not when you have so much to give. And I’ll be right there with you. Not a dirty little secret—just a necessary one.”

      Silently, brow furrowed, he traces the ridge of my collar. “Are you sure?”

      I give him my best smile. An honest one. “Yes.”

      Tristan’s jaw flexes, his focus traveling back to the reporter. “You have a deal.”

      We hold each other as the reporter gets into his car and drives away. And then Tristan picks me up into his arms and carries me inside, past our silent parents and up the stairs to his bed where I belong. Where I will always belong.
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        Six years later

      

      

      

      This meeting can’t end fast enough.

      I only returned an hour ago from a meeting with the Canadian Prime Minister. Now I’ve hit the ground running, giving an audience to a panel of American car manufacturers. Their concerns are important to me, but my mind is elsewhere, so I struggle to listen. One of my assistants is taking notes that I’ll review later.

      We’re seated in the Oval Office and my attention continually drifts to the door, willing Cate to walk through, while also willing her not to. Because there is no way that I’ll be able to keep my hands off her after three days out of DC. At night, once everyone has gone home, she has the run of the place, draping herself over my desk while I’m on international calls or sliding in her socks on the waxed floors of the numerous conference rooms. Of course, she spends a lot of time exhausted in my bed, naked and rosy in the sheets, my teeth marks on her ass.

      I wonder what the American people would think if they knew the one thing keeping their leader sane, and this the country running smoothly, was the president’s stepsister.

      After I was elected, Cate came with me to DC, along with my father and Rebecca, and is now heavily involved in environmental initiatives. My stepsister wanted to work, to find a way to make a difference and she’s done so, winning over the press and the American people with her earnest personality, her kindness and sugary southern accent, which I demanded she stop hiding.

      Her bond with nature has made her perfect for the job on the environmental committees, although it does put us in close proximity in front of an audience. Frequently. And it gets harder by the day not to pull her into my lap while others are around. To kiss her neck or call her “sweetheart.” I hate that we have to pretend to have a platonic relationship, but I appease myself by mentally repeating it’s not forever. It’s not forever.

      It would be a lot harder if our secrecy was making Cate unhappy, but she is content. Patient. She’s my treasure and I don’t know what I would do without her.

      My press secretary stands, signaling an end to the meeting, and I follow suit, shaking hands, smiling for pictures and promising to take a hard look at the recession’s economic impact on their industry—and I will—as soon as I’ve slaked my appetite for a certain blonde.

      On my way out of the Oval Office, I catch the eye of a reporter and he salutes me, his Superman cuff links winking in the light. I nod back.

      The White House is a buzz of activity and several people try to get my attention on my walk through the hall. I pride myself on being an accessible, approachable president, but not right now. I need to see her or I’m going to go insane. FaceTiming and texting isn’t enough when her skin against mine is what makes me feel whole.

      I take the elevator to the residential floor, my stride hastening on the way to my room. Thankful there is no one around, I reach down and palm my stiffening cock, imagining how slick she’s going to be. How hot and horny she gets after we’ve been apart.

      I enter my bedroom and lock the door behind me, crossing to my closet. Walking inside and pushing the coats to one end, so I can access the private door on the back wall. It was designed as a panic room. But I use it for much more interesting purposes.

      Cate has a private residence a couple of blocks away, but that’s mainly for appearance’s sake. Her nights are spent underneath her Daddy—and that’s non-negotiable.

      Daytime is more complicated, though.

      There are tours taking place, interns running in circles, press around every corner. With no other option, we meet here, in the soundproof room beyond my closet where no one can find us, no one can see us and we’re free to be together.

      Now, I push open the door and growl over the sight of her.

      Swinging from the tire swing I attached to the ceiling. A smile on her face. Her light hair trailing out behind her. The light is low, the room mostly lit by the fairy lights we strung around the space to represent her fireflies.

      God, she’s the most beautiful sight in the world. My heart slams against my jugular, a bead of sweat trickling down my spine. She’s wearing a long, flowing skirt and no shirt. No bra No shoes. The thin, leather collar.

      At twenty-four, she’s still completely wild and untamed, as she should be. As free as possible while belonging heart, body and soul to her devoted stepbrother.

      The President of the United States.

      “You’re back,” she breathes when she spots me, leaping off the swing and taking a running jump into my arms. “I missed you so much.”

      Her legs find their way around my waist, our mouths seeking each other’s hungrily and locking together. I slide a hand down the back of her skirt and knead her ass, producing a mewling sound from her sweet little mouth.

      “I need you so bad, baby.”

      Nodding solemnly, she slides her fingers into my hair, lithe thighs flexing around my hips. Pussy restless and hot. I can fucking feel it through my pants. “Want to play on my other swing, Daddy?”

      “Yes,” I rasp, turning and carrying her to the other side of the room, where a very different kind of swing hangs from the ceiling. One with straps and harnesses and Velcro.

      I’m already panting as I throw her face down onto the padded supports and yank off her skirt, wrapping the Velcro loops around her ankles. She takes hold of the dangling straps on the other end, winding them around her fists and spreading her legs. Offering me that backside. And fuck. Fuck. I have to taste her, get inside of her. I’m fumbling with my zipper and cursing, my eyes riveted on her spread ass cheeks, the shiny pink valley in between.

      Cock sprung, I fall on my knees and walk forward, taking a cheek in each hand and licking worshipfully. I rake my teeth gently over her puckered asshole, tonguing it greedily, before traveling lower and finding the moisture saturating her folds. Reveling in it with the whole lower half of my face. My lips, my chin, my nose.

      She whimpers and wiggles in the straps, whining my name—and I can’t wait another second to fuck my sexy little stepsister.

      Getting to my feet once again, I tuck my aching cock inside her entrance, grab hold of her hips and yank back, impaling her on my lap. “Oh fuck yeah,” I pant, the swing’s chains rattling as I deliver ferocious pump and ferocious pump, her screams being absorbed by the soundproof walls. No one the wiser that I’m balls deep in family, right under their noses.

      It’s not forever.

      It’s not forever.

      As always, I house the fear that our secrecy will cause a strain on this girl I love beyond reason, despite her assurances to the contrary. Nonetheless, my hoarse demands echo that worry. “Tell me you love me. Tell me you’re mine.”

      “I’m yours,” she sobs, her hips working overtime to welcome me home. “I’m yours forever, Tristan.”

      I draw her back roughly, her buttocks slapping up against my stomach, my dick squeezing in and out of that tight motherfucking hole that haunts me when I’m away from her for more than five minutes. “Let me get you pregnant,” I growl.

      Those words leave me without premeditation, but as soon as they’ve been uttered, I can never take them back and I don’t want to. There is nothing more in the world that I want but to have a family with Cate. My love, my stepsister, my life.

      “How?” she breathes, quietly, as if we’re sharing a secret.

      I lean down and press a kiss into the center of her back, another one on her shoulder. “We’ll tell them it was a choice. You planned it.”

      “Artificial—”

      “Yes.”

      She moans, her sex rippling around me. “Yes, Daddy. Do it.”

      I rear back and slap her ass. “No more pills for you, little girl.”

      God help us both, the talk of pregnancy turns us into animals. The equipment groans under the force of my drives, both of us calling hoarsely to each other, my grip on her hips bruising as she swings forward and slams back onto my lap. Chains clank. My American flag pin catches the light and winks at me mockingly in the dim room, but nothing can stop me. Nothing can stop us. Or keep us apart. Not even the free world.

      

      
        
        Another six years later

      

      

      

      It’s my final press conference as a two-term president.

      Cate stands to my right, her arm around our five-year-old daughter.

      Although, technically, no one knows I’m her father.

      They assume I’ve brought my niece and stepsister on stage for my farewell address. Not abnormal. My father and Rebecca are there, too, beaming at the large crowd.

      I say the final words of my speech and turn to Cate, letting her see the wealth of love and adoration in my eyes. Letting everyone see how much she means to me. How she’s responsible for every beat of my heart and always will be. And then I kiss her. Long and good. In front of the cameras, using my tongue, my fingers brushing her leather collar. I kiss her in front of the nation I’ve led for eight years.

      There are camera flashes and shouted questions as soon as I pull away, but I don’t pay it any attention. I simply hold my Cate’s hand and usher her, and our daughter, off the stage to begin the next phase of our lives. In the light.
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        Cutthroat CEO Jack Lincoln has been watching innocent Maisy for months. Dreaming of her. Finding out everything there is to know about her. He’s a hard-hearted man who has no business with such a sweetheart, but it’ll be a cold day in hell before another man outbids him at this depraved club. There’s one hitch, though. Their purchased night together must be witnessed by the other members—and they’re eager for a show.

      

        

      
        Jack will do everything in his power to make the experience right for Maisy…and it isn’t long before they’re lost to each other’s touch, forgetting about everyone else in the room. But when the spell is broken, Jack will have to pull out all the stops to keep his beautiful girl forever. And that means bearing his soul to Maisy, allowing his cold heart to be thawed one stolen kiss at a time…and praying she finds him worthy.
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