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            Thankful For Her

          

          by Alexa Riley

        

      

    

    
      Autumn has always felt a soul-shattering pull to her stepbrother, Hunter. The only problem is that they’ve never met. But this Thanksgiving they’re finally going to meet and when they do, all her desires will be confirmed.

      Hunter Danvers has lost a lot, and seeing his father marry a nightmare of a stepmother, he thinks he’s lost him, too. He reluctantly comes home for Thanksgiving. And then everything he knows to be true changes. 

      

      Warning: Get stuffed with insta-love, a secret baby, and gravy puns galore! This glossed-over holiday just got a reason to be celebrated, and it has nothing to do with the cranberry sauce!

    

  


  
    
      To Beth P.

      Thanksgiving deserves a book too!

      We love you!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Autumn

        

      

    

    
      I stand in the hallway looking at his picture, something I shouldn't be doing. I'd die if anyone found the secret picture I had of him hidden away in a drawer in my bedroom. But this huge portrait on the wall is nothing like the one I’d stolen.

      Hunter Danvers.

      He’s the man who takes up too much of my thoughts. When I was sixteen his father married my mother and my secret obsession began. I was only sixteen at the time, but even two years later, I’ve yet to meet him.

      My mother and new stepfather were married before I could even blink. Not that I minded. I love Neil and he’s always so nice to me when I’m home. He makes me feel welcome, and he’s wonderful to my mom. He even went as far as to try to talk me into coming home from boarding school and going somewhere close by. It was a nice offer, but I politely declined.

      Not because I didn't want to, but because my mother would never want that. She’s always trying to get me out of her hair as fast as possible. It works out fine because I don’t want to live full time with my mother either. She's a hard woman to please and I find myself trying to make her happy even though I know it won't work. I can't help myself.

      I may not love boarding school, but I’m used to it. I like being there more than I ever liked being home. Though the silver lining to coming home is seeing pictures of Hunter. Every time I’m visiting I pray he shows up and I can actually meet him. But so far no such luck.

      This time, though, I’m set to be home for eight weeks. Normally I'd make plans to do something with a friend over the Thanksgiving break, but Neil insisted I come home. He made a big deal about having a family dinner together and how he was going to get a giant turkey so I had to come eat it. My mother wanted to appear like she was a good mom and went along with him. It’s something she does when she has a new husband. She pretends to care when they’re around. Normally it doesn’t bother me, but with Neil it feels different. He's not a jerk like most of my mother's exes. I like having him as a stepfather.

      An arm wraps around my shoulder and I look up to see Neil standing there. My cheeks warm a little as I wonder if he saw me staring at Hunter. The wall is littered with pictures, so maybe he thinks I was looking at all of them.

      “She's beautiful, isn't she?” My eyes follow Neil’s line of sight. He's looking at a picture of his deceased wife. Hunter's mother.

      “She is,” I agree.

      She looks nothing like my mother. She’s a bright light with blonde hair and blue eyes and full, round cheeks. My mother has midnight-black hair and dark eyes. Sometimes I think she looks like a porcelain doll. Her face is unmoving and her skin is flawless.

      I can tell from the picture she doesn't have a personality like my mother’s either. The woman is sitting at a table littered with paints, brushes, and drawings. It's a mess and there are two little boys in her lap. Hunter and his brother Vance. They’re both kissing her, their little hands are in her hair and on her face, getting paint everywhere. She’s laughing. The picture is so beautiful it makes my eyes water. I know two of the people in the picture are gone and it destroyed Neil’s life. I can tell he misses her. The look of loneliness is always on his face. I adore Neil, but I don’t know why my mom did marry a man whose heart she’ll never have. It’s clear one women would forever hold it and she’s gone. Then again, I guess it was never love my mother was after. It’s always about money and social standing.

      “It's like I've lost them all,” he says so quietly I almost don’t catch it.

      If I had to guess I think he’s referring to the fact that Hunter doesn’t come around much. Then I wonder if the Hunter Danvers in my head is one hundred percent fake. It breaks my heart a little to think I might have gotten it wrong. What if he’s cold and distant instead of what I imagine him to be?

      Neil lets out a deep sigh. “You'll bring him back.”

      I don’t know what he means by that, but he pulls me close and I lean my head on his shoulder. I’m not used to someone being so kind, and though it feels foreign, it’s so nice. It makes me wonder what my own father was like. And it makes me wonder how Hunter can stay away from a dad like Neil. If he were my dad I’d spend as much time with him as I could. Especially if he were the only family I had left.

      “Hunter is coming tonight,” he says. I turn to face him and see he’s smiling from ear to ear. “This is going to be the best Thanksgiving in…” He pauses as a sad look comes over his eyes. “Well, the best in a long time. And even better that you’re here, too. Your mother has invited half the town for a turkey celebration, but either way, I know it’s going to be wonderful having you with us.”

      I can’t help but smile back. I look at the dimple that forms in his cheek and I wonder if Hunter has it, too.

      “I want you to finally meet him. It's time.” He says it like he's been waiting for the right moment.

      I want that, too. I’ve wanted it from the first moment I saw his picture almost two years ago. What will he think of me? Excitement creeps into my belly and I feel myself get nervous. What should I wear? I picked out a white dress, but now I'm not so sure. Everyone always says I look young for my age. I want to look older, maybe even sexy. I don’t want him to think of me as his little stepsister. I want him to want me, to think I’m a woman, because I’m sure that’s all Hunter dates. The thought of him with other women grosses me out and makes me jealous. It’s irrational because I’ve never so much as met the guy. I know I’m being completely ridiculous. But I can’t help but wonder if they’re all supermodels or movie stars. The excitement I was feeling lessens and a little bit of sadness takes its place.

      “Meet who?”

      My mother’s voice echoes in the hall and Neil and I turn to see her staring at us. Her smile is forced and I know it. I can always tell because it doesn't meet her eyes. Now, with all the botox she gets, it’s harder for her to fake it.

      “Hunter,” Neil says. The way he says his son’s name is filled with so much love.

      “How lovely. The whole family will finally be together for Thanksgiving.” My mom beams.

      I keep on smiling even though I want to roll my eyes. Maybe I’m more like my mother than I know. Being able to mask how I really feel is second nature. Growing up with her, there was no other option but to fake it. I had to learn how to do it or life would be harder.

      “Come, dear, let’s get you ready.” She holds her hand out for me to take it.

      Her makeup and hair people got here hours ago and she’s perfection. She got ready while I worked in the kitchen making sure everything would be to her liking. She didn't tell me to do it, but I thought it would be helpful. I know how she likes things done and I thought it would prevent her from making a few servers or cooks cry tonight. Plus, whenever she catches me sitting around reading she likes to make comments about me being lazy, which is her reason for why I’m so plump.

      I take her hand and she leads me away. The farther we get from Neil the tighter her grip on my hand becomes and I know she’s mad, though I don’t know why. She leads me down the hallway until we get to my room, then she throws the door open and drags me inside. I can tell it takes everything in her to not slam the door closed behind us. She shuts it and I hear the lock click.

      “What are you doing, Autumn?” she whispers harshly at me. I stare at her, not sure what she means. Sometimes I find it better not to speak at all. “You stay away from Neil. I won’t have you bothering him. We have a good thing here and you’re not going to mess it up.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say, simply because there’s nothing else to say. There’s never any reasoning with her. And I don’t want to fight. It’s Thanksgiving and if she gets too worked up she has these little breakdowns. As much as I can’t stand her, watching her have one always pulls at my heart. She’s still my mother.

      “You’re not coming tonight,” she tells me.

      My heart drops. Normally I’d jump for joy that she wasn't dragging me to one of her little events, but not tonight. Tonight I was going to get to meet Hunter. She walks over to my bed, where the white dress I was going to wear is laid out. “White. Really, Autumn? Could you be any more boring?” She shakes her head, walks over to my closet and puts the dress away. “If you want to be so plain wear black.” Her eyes roam over me. “At least it’s slimming.”

      She sighs and shakes her head like she’s exasperated with me. My eyes water, but I hold it back the best I can.

      “I’ll tell Neil you’re not feeling well. I’m sure he’ll understand. Then I want you to keep your ass in this room,” she says as she walks to the door and unlocks it. Turning to look at me, she says, “And stay away from Hunter Danvers.” Her voice is deadly.

      I could almost swear there’s a hint of jealousy in her words. But before I can think on it too much, she closes the door firmly behind her. Then I let the tears fall.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Hunter

        

      

    

    
      “Sir. Your car is here.”

      I look up at my secretary Peggy standing in the doorway of my office. She’s changed. Well, at least I think she has. I would have noticed if she’d been wearing a gown all day at work. Her blonde hair is down like it usually is. She’s always reminded me of a Stepford wife. She’s almost robotic at times. I find it annoying, but she’s good at her job. She never misses anything. She must have something planned tonight. It’s Friday and I still need to change. Not that I want to go. I’ve been dreading this all week.

      “They’ll wait,” I tell her.

      I know the car is there. I ordered it to arrive twenty minutes ago so I’m sure it’s been there for over thirty. They will wait as long as I want. I’m not in a fucking hurry to get there. The later I get there, the sooner the night will be over. I look back down at my emails, silently dismissing her. I’m not in the mood to talk to anyone right now.

      “I know you don’t have a date for tonight, so I thought maybe I could go with you?” I look back up at Peggy, caught off guard by what she’s saying. “I could be a buffer between you and the party if you like. When we have to do some of these business dinners, I could step in,” she adds quickly.

      For the first time she seems off kilter and she’s stumbling over her words. She takes two steps into my office, and I debate her offer. Peggy’s professional when it comes to business. But this is personal. I’m going to my childhood home tonight—a place that's filled with so many memories that it’s hard to walk in the door. I used to love going home, but that feeling disappeared when I lost my mom and older brother.

      To top it off, my dad replaced my mom so quickly. I never understood how he could love her so much and move on almost immediately. I saw him after he lost them. I could have sworn he was going to follow them into the grave. I can’t blame him. I wanted to do the same. But all too soon he was moving on, and I still had not. I’m stuck in a hollow place, and I can’t bring myself to clear out my brother’s office. It’s across the hall from mine, and I let it stay the way he left it. I won’t let anyone enter it and I haven't even gone in it since he died. I know I’ve gone to the other extreme from my father, and I know it isn’t healthy, but I’m not ready to face it.

      Peggy clears her throat. Fuck, I’d forgotten about her, and then I realize I didn't even answer her.

      “No,” I say, and I don’t look at her.

      “But sir—”

      “I have an early conference call tomorrow. Be here on time. Have a good evening,” I tell her, cutting her off.

      I stand up from my desk as she exits my office and closes the door. I walk into my attached bathroom and put on my tux. I hate this shit. Almost as much as I hate my dad’s new wife. I don’t know why anyone would want a black-tie affair for Thanksgiving—this has to be her idea.

      I wish I only hated her because she moved into my mom's place too quickly, but the real reason I hate her is because I can see right through her. Plus, my mom would never have done shit like this. A fucking tux at the house for some party where we don’t know anyone. I grip the side of the sink thinking about how Friday night dinners at home used to be fun.

      I reach under the sink where I keep a bottle of liquor and pull it out. I pour some into a glass and shoot it back before doing it again quickly. I need to numb the flood of memories, but even the burn of the alcohol doesn’t stop them.

      Mom would make all of us help her cook. Then she’d pester us about when we’d be giving her grandbabies and daughters-in-law. I’d once entertained the idea of things like that, but not now. Now I know I’ll never marry or have children. If I lost them one day it would be more than I could bear. I’ve lost more in this lifetime than I can bear. I can’t imagine feeling that kind of pain again.

      I get ready slowly, trying to drag out the time, but all too soon I’m ready and in the lobby of my office building. When I walk outside, the driver opens the door for me and I slide in. I smile when I see there’s a bar and help myself to another drink. Maybe if I’m drunk enough my dad’s wife won’t fucking annoy me so much, or maybe I’ll end up saying something I shouldn't. Either way, I don’t care. I lay my head back, letting my eyes fall closed for a moment.

      “Sir, we’re here,” I hear the driver say. He’s standing at my door holding it open. I unfold myself from the car. I look around and see a good twenty cars filling the long driveway.

      “Fucking hell,” I mutter to myself. Maybe it will be so busy in there that I can sneak out without being noticed. “I’ll text you when I’m ready,” I tell the driver. He nods, closing the car door as I head toward the front entry. I don’t bother knocking as I push through the door.

      I grit my teeth when it opens and I see the party is in full swing. People are laughing and wandering about.

      “Hunter!” I hear my stepmother Porsha gush as she rushes up to me. She tries to hug me, but I take a step back. Her hands like to roam and linger a little too long, something I’ve told my dad about before, but he just shakes his head as if it’s no big deal his wife is rubbing on anything with a dick.

      “Where is he?” I ask.

      My dad is almost as bad as I am at these things. I don’t know why he keeps letting her throw these parties if he rarely attends them himself. He shows for a few moments, then he disappears back into his office.

      She sighs. “You know where he is.”

      I nod and head toward the back of the house. When I get to his office, I open the door and find him behind his desk staring at his computer. I glance up at the enormous picture behind him. It’s of him and my mom when they got married. It’s been there for as long as I can remember. Nothing about the house has really changed except for the people inside it.

      “Dad.” I walk over to his mini bar, pour myself a drink and then drop into the chair in front of him. I pull at the top of my tux, undoing the tie. I think I had it knotted for all of twenty minutes.

      Dad’s face lights up when he sees me, and I feel like an asshole. “I see the gold digger is out there spending your money as fast as she can.”

      Dad shrugs like he doesn't care. I clench my teeth. I know the woman could burn money and we’d still never run out, but it still pisses me off.

      I chug my drink back before standing and slamming the empty glass down onto his desk. I can feel the buzz flowing through my body. I open my mouth to speak, but he cuts me off.

      “Porsha’s daughter is here. I want you to meet her.”

      “One money-sucking leech is all I need for one night. I don’t want to meet her mini-me.”

      “Hunter,” my dad barks. I look up at him. It’s the first flash of temper I’ve seen from him in a long time. It reminds me of when he thought my mom was getting hit on by someone and he lost it. “You don’t talk about Autumn that way.” His jaw is hard. “Ever.”

      “You know what, Dad? Why don’t you enjoy your new family? You seemed so eager to replace the old one, might as well make use of them.”

      Pain flashes across his face. I know the feeling. I study him for a second and he looks tired. His hair is even grayer than the last time I saw him only a month ago. I should feel bad, but I’m too angry.

      “Son.” He speaks softly this time, and I know that voice. It’s the voice he uses when I’m about to learn a lesson. But I don’t feel like it right now. I don’t want to feel anything at the moment and the liquor is helping me with that. In fact, I think I want to go find more.

      “Not tonight, Dad.” I turn to leave and I stop at the door. “I love you,” I say without turning around to look at him. I take a breath and walk out, leaving the door open behind me.

      I may be pissed, but my mom would roll over in her grave if I didn't say those words before I walked out of the room. Even when we were mad, we always had to say it to each other. We never walk away without it.

      I stumble out and down the hallway in search of the bar I know my stepmonster has to have close by. I dodge people as I make my way through the crowd. A few try to stop and talk to me, but I keep on going. I even ignore the mayor when he tries to grab my attention.

      “Scotch,” I tell the bartender when I finally find it. He pours me a drink and I swallow it back. I turn around and look around the living room. The warm liquor has gone straight to my head on an empty stomach, and the room is beginning to look fuzzy. I don’t remember how much I’ve had, but it’s too much too fast.

      I need to get some air. I glance over at the door that leads outside and I see Sarah standing there. My stomach protests the sight of her, so I turn and go the other way. She’s a friend of Porsha’s and always tries to attach herself to me. When I see Porsha at the end of the hall talking close to some man I don’t recognize, I head up the stairs, going for my old bedroom. It’s the only clear escape I have right now, and I just need a second to get it together before I get out of here. This was a terrible idea.

      I haven't been inside my room in forever, but when I reach it, I turn the knob and walk in. I don’t pay attention to the room to see if it’s any different. I just let myself fall onto the bed and close my eyes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Autumn

        

      

    

    
      When I step into the office Neil is standing behind his desk, and I’m guessing he thinks Hunter might come back.

      “Do you think that about me?” I ask him. My voice is soft. I hate the idea of Neil thinking I’m some gold digger. I know my mother is and maybe that makes me one, too. I never say anything to contradict it, and technically, I use the money she gets from Neil for school. I guess that makes me just as bad as she is.

      “No, sweetheart, and neither does Hunter. Come in here.”

      I do as he says, stepping into his office and shutting the door behind me. “I wouldn't be so sure of that,” I mumble.

      Hunter’s words hurt. I know I shouldn’t have been eavesdropping on them, but I couldn't help myself. When I saw Hunter get out of the car from my bedroom window I found myself leaving the room in search of him. I had to have a better look.

      His voice was even deeper than I thought it would be, but so was the cut of the words. He didn't even know me, but he’d already made up his mind about who I am.

      “He’s hurting and he’s lonely. People like that lash out.” Neil comes out from behind his desk. “Not you, though. You don’t lash out.” I look up into Neil’s dark eyes. He has a sad smile on his face.

      I shake my head. No, I’m not the type of person that says hateful things when I’m upset. I don't have it in me. At times I wish I had a backbone, because I could really use it.

      “You remind me a lot of her.” Neil’s eyes go to the picture of him and his wife, hanging over the fireplace behind his desk.

      “Really?” I ask, not believing him. We look nothing alike. I have dark brown hair and gray-blue eyes. She could have been a model.

      “Her spirit.” Now the smile reaches his eyes. It always does when he talks about her. “She was sweet to the core. We were a perfect fit. I used to be a grumpy ass who worked too much and yelled even more.” He’s still smiling as he says the words. “Her softness softened me and I in turn made sure no one ever hurt her. We needed each other.”

      I wish I could have seen that Neil. With my mother he's nothing like that. They barely talk. Not that I blame him. They don't even sleep in the same room. It's so odd. Even more so because when I see Neil look at pictures of his deceased wife I would never think of him marrying again. I want someone to look at me the way he looks at her pictures.

      “She always said Hunter was just like me, but now…” He lets out a deep breath. “Since we lost them he's worse. He's adrift and I can't pull him back. I'm losing him, too, and I can't stop it. No matter how hard I try.” I hear defeat in his voice. The anger I felt at Hunter’s words fades away.

      “Will you go find him for me?” My breath catches for a moment. “I want you to make sure he’s okay. He stormed out of here and I don't think he wants to see me right now.”

      I glance down at my clothes. I'm in my pajamas—a long sleep shirt that falls to my knees. He does the same. “I'm sorry. I forgot. Are you feeling better? Porsha said you didn't feel well.”

      “I'm fine,” I reassure him, and he leans forward, kissing me on the top of my head.

      “Goodnight,” he tells me as he leads me toward the door.

      “’Night,” I tell him. He shuts it behind me, leaving me in the hallway. I glance to my left when I hear a noise and see Hunter going up the stairs. I can't help but follow him. It’s like I’m being pulled along by his presence.

      When I get to the end of the hall I see him enter a room. It’s the one I know is his. I walk up to the door and see it’s ajar. I stand there and I watch him fall onto the bed. Silently I step into the room and shut the door behind me. I walk over to the bed and climb onto it, wanting to check on him.

      When I lean over him, his eyes fly open and land on me. There isn't a ton of light in the room, only what is coming from the full moon through the expansive windows that line the wall.

      “Fuck. You're beautiful.” He reaches up, tangling his fingers in my hair. “Are you an angel?” he asks me as a smile pulls at his lips.

      I shake my head, lost in the way he is smiling at me.

      “Liar,” he growls as he pulls me down to his mouth.

      Before I even know what’s happening he’s rolled me over and got me pinned under him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Hunter

        

      

    

    
      I roll over and feel the softness of her under me as my lips taste hers. I groan when her legs spread, and I sink even further between them.

      Clothes. I need to take off all these fucking clothes.

      I’m drunk, and my arms and legs aren’t doing what I tell them to fast enough. This dream is so real, and I never want to wake up.

      “Take it off,” I mumble against my angel’s lips, my voice thick with need.

      I pull on the dress she’s wearing, and for a second I wonder why it’s so short. And somehow so soft. When I tug it out of the way, naked breasts are exposed and I don’t think as I lean down and latch onto one. Dear God, this is heaven on earth, and I hope I die in my sleep tonight. There can’t possibly be anything better waiting for me when I wake up.

      She’s pulling at my clothes, and before I know it, I’m completely naked and my hard length is being rubbed, both her hands gripped around it. I try to blink, but the alcohol has made me too fuzzy and I can’t control it. I can only look down to where I’m nestled between her legs and she’s stroking my cock.

      The wide tip is covered in cum, and I wonder if at some point I came on myself already. Either way, my dick is as stiff as a fireman's pole and ready for her to slide down it.

      I groan when she wipes the head of it against her naked pussy lips and I clench my fists in the pillows. When did she get naked? How does she have the prettiest cunt I’ve ever seen? Oh god, I have to fuck this angel. I don’t care if it sends me straight to hell.

      I thrust my hips and I push past her folds just a little, dipping my cock inside her. “Oh fuck,” I hiss as my bare cock is surrounded by her wet warmth. I don’t have to wear condoms in my dreams. I’m fucking this little naked pussy with nothing wrapped around my dick.

      “Hunter,” her voice whispers as her legs spread wider and she helps guide me inside her.

      How does this goddess know my name?

      I selfishly take more, pushing forward, needing to have every inch of me inside her. I press my face to her breasts and lick her there as her body opens. Her hard nipples are tight and I tongue the tips of them as I slide all the way to the root of my cock.

      For a moment I just hold her, wrapping my arms around her body. My vision is fuzzy everywhere, but when I look at her, her face is in full focus and I want to memorize every line. My heart beats so hard I think it’s going to come out of my chest.

      “Make love to me,” she whispers as I lean down and kiss her softly.

      I want to take her in a frenzy of hard fucking, but something tells me to be gentle and so I slowly rock my hips. I kiss her neck and nibble on her ear as I tell her how beautiful and perfect she is. I’m sure she already knows, because an angel like her is special. She’s delicate and soft, and I want so badly to make her love me. I want her to know that when she fell from heaven she didn’t choose me in vain. That I’m the man that’s supposed to be the one to care for her.

      I drag my cock in and out of her, letting her feel every thick inch of me. Her hands are on my chest and then in my hair as I turn my head to the side and kiss her wrist. I want every part of me on every part of her, and through my hazy fog, I know that once won’t be enough.

      My dream may only last tonight, so I’m going to make the most of it until the morning comes.

      “Hunter!” she cries out as her body clings to mine.

      I kiss her lips, swallowing her sounds of pleasure, wanting to taste her as she cums. Her release warms my cock, and so I give her mine with it. I hold myself as deep as I can, spilling every drop I have into her waiting warmth. Her pussy welcomes me as it pulses around my cock and I grunt my release.

      I look into her eyes, seeing the light that glows around her beginning to blur. My time with my angel is ending, and I don’t want it to.

      “Don’t go,” I plead, but my words sound like they’re far away.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” she whispers.

      My heart aches for her, but my eyes are heavy and I can’t keep them from closing. I don’t know how I found her in my dreams, but I can’t let her get away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Autumn

        

      

    

    
      I wake to warmth surrounding me, and I smile as I remember all the magical things Hunter did to my body. Last night was wonderful. More than I could have ever dreamed of. I roll over to look at him. He looks so peaceful in his sleep. He made such sweet love to me last night. It was full of passion and need. For the first time in my life I felt like someone really wanted me. That I meant something to someone. He made me feel things I didn’t even know were possible.

      My smile widens. Even the ache all over my body can’t diminish my happiness. It’s a reminder of what we did last night and on into the morning.

      Hunter reaches for me, pulling me closer to him. He hasn’t let me get far from him since I landed in his arms.

      I knew the moment I saw his picture we were meant to be. I could feel it deep down and now I know it’s right. Still, a part of me wonders how everyone will take this. He’s technically my stepbrother, even though it doesn't feel like it. Last night was the first time I’d ever met him.

      I reach out and touch his full lips with the tip of my finger. He kisses the end of it, still fast asleep. He’s nothing like what I’d heard in his father’s office last night. This Hunter was sweet and loving. It’s hard to believe the two men are the same. I get excited thinking about how I have almost two full months until I have to go back to school. That gives Hunter and me so much time to be together.

      Doubt creeps slowly into my thoughts, and then I wonder what if last night was a one-night stand to him. No. I push away that bleak thought. Men don’t make love to a woman like that unless it means something. Right? He had to have felt what I felt last night. The things he said and did. It had to mean something to him. He couldn’t fake that.

      Yet a nervous feeling takes hold. I lean in and place a kiss on Hunter’s lips. I know my mother will come looking for me soon and I don’t want her to find me naked in Hunter’s bed. She’d probably lose it. I want to tell our parents together in a calm way. Something tells me Neil isn't going to have a problem with it. In fact, I think he might like the idea. My mother won’t, but she doesn’t care for anything I do, so why does it even matter?

      Slowly I try to pull myself from Hunter.

      “Don’t leave me,” he mumbles.

      My eyes go to his, but they’re still closed. He holds me tighter, so tight I almost can’t breathe. He doesn’t want me to go and that fills me with excitement.

      “I’ll be back. I promise,” I whisper.

      He relaxes his arms a little and I slowly slide out. I stand up next to the bed, looking for my sleep shirt. I see it on the floor, grab it and put it on. For a moment I stare at Hunter in the middle of the bed, wanting to crawl back in it with him.

      I wonder if things will be awkward when he wakes up. We didn't talk much. In fact, I don’t even think he knows who I am. I didn't tell him I was his stepsister. I just hope that won’t bother him. And I also hope that he felt the same thing for me last night that I did the first time I saw a picture of him.

      I take one last look at him before I head toward the door. I open it quietly and slip into the hallway, tiptoeing toward my bedroom. I open the door and barely make it inside before someone has a hold of me by my hair.

      “You little slut,” my mother hisses next to my ear before giving me a hard push. Tears sting my eyes as I hit the floor. I stare up at her in shock. She doesn’t look like she’s gone to bed since last night. Her hair is still styled and her makeup is still on. She’s even wearing her dress from the night before. “How could you? You know he’s with Sarah.”

      She shakes her head at me and I start to tremble, not because I’m scared, but because of her words. He’s with someone else? Then why would he make love to me?

      “Men stray, you stupid girl. It comes with the power and money, but it doesn’t mean you have to be the whore they go to.”

      I can’t stop the tears that flood my eyes. It’s breaking my heart and I can’t believe it. I have to do something, so I stumble to my feet. She keeps throwing hateful words at me in a low, harsh voice. I ignore her as I go about the room finding something to wear. I dress as quickly as I can and get my bag. Thank god I didn’t unpack it when I got here. I push past my mother, and she tries to grab me, but I dodge her and rush out into the hallway, knowing she won’t make a scene out here.

      I jog down the hall trying to get away from her. I pause for a moment outside of Hunter’s room but keep moving. I need to get my head back on straight. I don’t want to burst into his room, crying my eyes out, while he’s sleeping. My mother's words rattle around in my head.

      I fly down the stairs and out the front door. I take off down the long driveway, but I don’t make it far before Neil’s driver is pulling up beside me. “Get in the car, ma’am,” he tells me. He puts the car in park and opens the back door.

      “I don’t want to go back home right now,” I plead with him.

      “Mr. Danvers gave me instructions when you arrived home that I am to take you anywhere you wish.” He nods to the open car door and I reluctantly step toward it. The driver hands me a handkerchief and I take it.

      “Thank you,” I mutter as I slide in. He shuts the door behind me, then hops in the driver's seat.

      “Where to?” he asks as he pulls out of the gates.

      “Is there a coffee shop nearby?” He nods and turns left. I close my eyes and let my head drop back. I’ll never understand how my mother could be so cruel to me. I can’t believe the things she said about Hunter. Or maybe it’s just that my heart won’t let me believe them because I know it will break me.

      “Does this look okay, miss?” I look out the window to see a small coffee shop. I nod. He steps out to open my door, but I beat him to it.

      “I won’t be long,” I tell him. I pause for a moment. “Thank you,” I add.

      He nods at me before getting back into the car and pulling away. I guess he’s going to find somewhere to park while he waits for me.

      I step into the shop, and I have no idea why I told him to come here. I don’t even like coffee, but I couldn't think of anywhere else to go.

      “Autumn.” I turn around at the sound of my name to see an older gentleman standing behind me. My eyes meet his and I freeze.

      I stare into his gray eyes—eyes that look just like mine. People always comment on my eyes because they’re an unusual gray, radiating to a light blue around the edges. I’ve never seen eyes like mine before and right now I’m staring at them.

      “You look just like my mother,” he says. It takes me a moment to understand what he’s really saying. I stand there shocked. I know who he is without him having to say it. “God, I’ve been looking for you for so long. Once I found out you existed I stopped at nothing to find you.”

      He steps toward me and pulls me into his arms, wrapping them around me in a hug. I don’t hug him back. Instead I stand stock still, speechless.

      He pulls back and I see his eyes are watering. He shakes his head. “I’m sorry, this must be overwhelming for you. I’m Ben Crawford. Your father.”

      “I don’t have a father,” I tell him. It’s the only thing I can think to say.

      He lets out a deep breath. “Will you sit with me?” He holds his hand out toward a table. I nod and walk over and sit down. He sits across from me.

      “Autumn, I swear I didn't learn about you until a few months ago. I was at an event and your mother's name came up and someone said she had a daughter. They mentioned your age, and I did the math in my head. I got curious and started digging after that.”

      I study him for a moment, trying to gauge the truth of his words, but he looks sincere.

      “My mother told me my father ran out when he found out she was pregnant.” I look down at my hands. It was something my mother threw in my face over the years. That he’d left because of me.

      “I see Porsha hasn’t changed much if she’s feeding you that lie, but lying is what she’s best at.”

      I look up at Ben. The anger is clear in his face. I merely shrug. She’s a good liar, but she’s also good at laying down a guilt trip, too.

      The silence grows for a minute. I study his face and I can see why I don’t look like my mother or anyone on her side of the family. Well, at least from the pictures I’ve seen of them. I can already tell by looking at this man that I come from his side of the family. From our eyes to our hair color, and even our lips. They are all the same.

      “I want you in my life,” he says, breaking the silence that was lingering between us. He cocks his head to the side like he’s the one studying me now. “I know you have time off from school right now.”

      “How—”

      “I told you. When I found out about you I wanted to know everything. I’ve been waiting days for you to leave that house so I could finally approach you. Your mother’s been stonewalling me these past few weeks.”

      “Wait, she knows you’re looking for me?”

      He nods and reaches out, taking my hands in his.

      “Autumn, I want to get to know you. I’ve missed so much already. I’ll take any time you give me.” He gives my hands a squeeze. “I have a home in Aspen I’d love for you to come to. It’s beautiful there right now. Christmas there is perfect.” I see a hopeful glint in his eyes.

      “I can’t just leave with you. I don’t even know you. Plus, I promised Neil I’d be here for Christmas.”

      “Your stepfather?” he asks, but I feel like he already knows the answer to that if he knows my school schedule. I nod. “I notice you didn't mention your mother.”

      I let out a humorless laugh. I watch more pain flash in his eyes.

      “I wish I knew about you from the beginning. I know how she can be. It’s why I left her, but I guess she got in the final blow. I know now that she kept you from me to hurt me.”

      “I’m not saying no because I won’t go to Aspen or that I don’t want to get to know you. Maybe when you get back?” I offer. I want to get to know him and I believe what he is saying. It sounds like something my mother would do.

      “I’ll stay here then. I have a home here, too.”

      “You’re going to stay here because I am? Cancel your trip?” This makes me melt a little. My mother would never do anything like that for me. It makes me mad that my mother kept my father from me. He clearly would have wanted to be in my life.

      “My wife and I will do whatever you like. We just want some of your time and to get to know you.”

      “You’re married?” That makes me uneasy. What if she’s like my mother.

      “Yes, and she’s dying to meet you. I think she’s made you your own room in every house we have.” He chuckles at that. “She and I want you to feel welcome so you’ll want to spend time with us. Maybe get to know your little brother and sister.”

      “I have siblings?” I almost shout. I scoot farther off my seat and more toward Ben, desperate to know about them.

      “One brother and one sister. Twins, actually.” He smiles while he talks about them and I can’t help but smile, too.

      “How old?”

      “Four, but they have a birthday coming up right before Christmas. We’d love for you to come to their party.”

      “Yes, of course,” I say instantly. How is this possible? It’s all so crazy.

      “You can bring anyone you like with you. If you have someone special, that is.”

      My face warms and I know he’s asking if I have a boyfriend. I don’t know how to answer him. I’m not sure what Hunter and I are or if what my mother said this morning is true about him. I just can’t believe it.

      “Maybe I will.” I bite my lip and he gives me a knowing smile. “You know my mother isn't going to like this,” I tell him. She’s probably going to throw a fit.

      “You’re eighteen, Autumn. You can do as you wish, and if it’s financial things she is holding over you such as school and a place to live, you don’t have to worry about that. I would never let you go without. In fact, I have years of spoiling you to make up for.”

      “It’s not just that,” I admit. “She’s all I know. She might be cruel at times, but it’s really just been the two of us. I don’t have much else.” Even if she wasn't there most of the time because I was moved from school to school, but I don’t add that part. I already feel pathetic. I think I like to cling to things too fast. I already want to jump on board with Ben and go full family mode with his family. Then look at Hunter. I was stuck to him after seeing one picture of him. I lay in bed this morning dreaming of babies and a wedding.

      Ben sits back in his chair, releasing a deep breath. “I don’t want to make your life harder. We just want to be a part of it. Your grandmother—”

      “I have a grandmother?!”

      He smiles. “You two look so much alike. I can’t wait for you to meet her.”

      “How do you know I’m not like my mother? How do you—”

      “Autumn. I know you’re nothing like your mother. I’ve read and reread everything I could find out about you. I know for a fact you’re nothing like her.”

      “Do you think if I were more like her she would have loved me?” I still at my own words, shocked that I said them out loud, and worse, to someone I don’t even know. Or maybe I said it because I feel like he’s the only person I’ve ever met who really knows what my mother is like.

      Ben’s head falls and I watch him take a few breaths. “Autumn.” He says my name almost like he’s in pain.

      “I should go.” I stand and Ben follows suit.

      “Take this.” He hands me a card. It has all his business information on it. “Other side,” he tells me. I flip it over and written on the back are a few phone numbers and a house address.

      “You call me anytime.” I reach into my bag and find a piece of paper and pen and scribble down my cell phone number then hand it to him.

      “I promise I’ll call you. This is just a lot to take in. I do want to get to know you and your family,” I tell him.

      “Our family,” he corrects, making me smile. I turn to walk out, but he grabs me, pulling me into a hug. “I can't change the past, but I can make the future for us if you let me.” I nod against his chest. He lets me go and I walk out of the coffee shop. The driver pulls up and I slip inside the car before he can get out to open the door for me.

      “Home?” he asks.

      “Yes, please.” He pulls away from the curb and I take a deep breath. I have to face my mother…and see if Hunter is still there. I wasn't really gone that long. I need to talk to him. Ask him about last night. Ask him if what my mother said is true.

      All too soon I’m standing in the entryway of our home. I don’t see or hear anything. I start to head for Hunter’s room to see if he’s still asleep but pause when I hear his voice. I follow it to Neil’s office. The door is standing open.

      “Knock it off, Dad. I told you I didn't want to meet the gold digger’s mini-me. Drop it. Besides, I’m seeing someone.”

      I feel all the blood drain from my face. I stand there feeling paralyzed.

      “Are you still drunk?” I hear Neil ask Hunter. My stomach turns. He was drunk? Oh my god, maybe I made him cheat on his girlfriend. He’s going to hate me. My eyes water. This is all a train wreck.

      I take off toward my room, then shut the door and lock it behind me. It’s then I notice I still have Ben’s card in my hand. I look down at it.

      I dig through my bag and find my phone. It barely rings one time before Ben’s voice is filling my ear.

      “I changed my mind. I want to come with you, but I have to be back for Christmas. I promised Neil I’d be here.”

      “I’ll make sure you’re back. When do you want to leave?”

      “Now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Hunter

        

      

    

    
      I rub my hands over my eyes, trying to clear the sleep out of them and trying to clear my mind. My father ran from the room a moment ago when his wife yelled from down the hall. I rolled my eyes. She’s always dramatic and I’m not playing into it. Because my mind has other places it wanted to be.

      Like on the angel that entered my dreams last night. My cock grows hard thinking about it. “Fuck,” I growl, leaning back in my chair. I swear I can smell her on me. It felt so fucking real. I’d even woken up naked and I could see cum all over my dick. I must have had a wet dream. Jesus, I haven’t done that since I was thirteen.

      When I leave here the first thing I’m doing is going back to bed. I want to see her again. I clench my hands, feeling like I’m in withdrawal. It felt so real.

      My dad comes back into the office. His shoulders are slumped. “What?” I ask. I don’t like the defeated look on his face.

      “She’s gone,” he says simply.

      “Really? I swore I heard her screaming.” I roll my eyes.

      My dad could only be so lucky if Porsha left him, but I don’t think she will. I made sure that prenup was perfect. She’d walk away with almost nothing. Maybe that’s where I went wrong. I should have given her a nice payout instead. Maybe she would have been long gone by now and onto the next poor sap. I think it would be husband number seven or eight.

      “Autumn,” he snaps at me. The look he sends me isn't one I’ve seen before. “Leave, Hunter.” I stare at him for a moment, not quite sure if I heard him right. Maybe my brain is still a little foggy.

      “Dad?” I stand.

      “I don’t have time for this. Get your shit together before you come back here again. I won’t have you acting the way you do when Autumn is around.”

      “You just said she’s gone,” I throw back at him. Is he really picking his stepdaughter over me?

      Dad slams his hand down on the desk. I’ve never seen an act of anger from him before. My stomach turns. I don’t know if it’s from all the alcohol from the night before or the way my dad is acting.

      “I’m sure she’s fine, Dad. She’s eighteen, isn't she?”

      I try to dampen the disdain in my voice now that I see how much she means to him. These women have their claws in him.

      “Hunter, I have some things I need to look into,” he says, dismissing me. I begin to say something but stop myself. I nod instead and head for the door.

      “I love you, son,” I hear him say.

      “Love you too, Dad,” I respond before pushing open his office door.

      I call my driver and slip into the car as soon as he pulls up. My mind goes back to my dream and I play it over and over in my head. The little sounds she made, the sweet scent of her. I swear I can still taste her on my lips. It felt real, but perfection like that doesn’t exist in the real world.

      When I finally get home I go to bed and close my eyes. I’m not tired, I just want to see her again. When I finally drift off, nothing comes. It’s so frustrating.

      I try to sleep most of the weekend away with no luck. I even try drinking, thinking maybe that’s what will do it, but still nothing.

      As the days go by a pit grows deeper and deeper in my stomach. It’s eating away at me and I feel more lost than I ever have in my life. How can I miss something so much if it isn't even real?

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Sir, we need to go over your schedule.” I look up to see Peggy standing in front of my desk. She looks pissy.

      “Cancel whatever it is,” I tell her, looking back at my computer. I’m staring at a blank screen. I don’t know how long I’ve been sitting here doing this.

      “Sir,” she barks with frustration.

      Everyone is annoyed with me, but I can’t seem to give a flying fuck. I look up at her and give her a hard look. I’m normally pretty laid-back, but I feel strung out. At any moment I feel like I might lose it. I clench my hands into fists and try to cool the anger that’s been festering within me.

      “Peggy.” I growl her name. Her face softens a bit and she moves around the desk toward me.

      “You’re so tense lately. Maybe I should help you with that.” I push back from my chair as she gets closer. I stand right at the moment she drops to her knees in front of me. She reaches for me and I jump back, nearly tripping over my chair in my haste to get away from her.

      “I’m seeing someone,” I snap at her.

      The anger I was feeling moments ago comes back full force. My dream girl flashes through my mind. Her body against mine. Her hair falling all around me as I make love to her. She took away all the sadness and made me feel whole once again. She made me feel like I had found home again.

      “You’re hard,” she says, breaking my reverie.

      I look down at Peggy on her knees. Her eyes are on the outline of my cock, which is hard but only because I was just thinking about my dream girl. I put my hands over myself and glare down at her. My hard-on quickly slips away.

      “Not for you. Get the fuck up.”

      My hands start to shake. She stumbles to her feet and runs out of my office as fast as she can in heels. I pick up the glass paperweight on my desk and throw it as hard as I can. It hits the mirror across the room and glass shatters everywhere.

      “Fuck.” I run my hands through my hair. Her face flashes through my mind again. I swear I can feel her hands on my chest. Her fingers digging into me as I grip her hips. The smell of sex filling the air.

      It’s too real.

      I pick up my phone and text my driver. When I walk out of my office I see Peggy sitting at her desk typing away.

      “You’re fired,” I tell her as I move toward the elevator and hit the button for the lobby. I step on and look at her. She’s staring at me, anger clear on her face. “Security is on the way.”

      The doors slide closed and I email human resources about her no longer fitting with the company. I also tell them to change her passwords and make sure she gets out of the building within the next twenty minutes.

      I have a feeling she might cause a stir. The woman always gets what she wants, which normally didn't bother me before today because we worked together. She was always getting me what I wanted when it came to business. But I should have thought further ahead and about what would happen if I ever had to let her go. I can’t think about that right now.

      The driver gets me to my dad’s in record time. As I push open the front door, I come up short when I see Porsha sitting in the front sitting area with Sarah by her side.

      “Girl. Long brown hair. Gray eyes. Who is she?” I say without even greeting Porsha.

      She has to be real. There isn't any other explanation. I can’t live like this. I feel like I’m slowly dying. She feels too much a part of me to not be real. I can sense it deep in my soul. “She was at your Thanksgiving party,” I add. “I spent the night with her in my room.” I grit out the last part.

      I don’t want to share that intimate detail with Porsha, but I have to know. I’m going insane.

      Sarah looks down at her feet for a moment before she looks back up and meets my eyes. “I have blonde hair and brown eyes. We spent that night together.” She stands, taking a step toward me.

      I reel back in horror. “Liar,” I spit at her. I wouldn't touch her if my life depended on it.

      “Who is she?” I try again, looking past Sarah to Porsha.

      “I have no idea what you are talking about, Hunter. You spent the night with Sarah, then didn't even have the decency to call her after. I mean, it’s been weeks. I thought you were a gentleman.”

      I turn to walk away from them. I don’t have time for this bullshit. I head toward my dad's office, and I hear the click of her heels behind me.

      “Don’t fucking follow me!” I shout. The clicks stop for a moment.

      “This is my home, Hunter,” Porsha says defiantly.

      I pause and turn around to face her. “This is my mother’s home and if I were you I’d watch your tongue. Or you and that daughter of yours will be out on your asses,” I throw back, then resume walking.

      When I push into the doors of my dad’s office he isn't there. I look over at the bar and debate making myself a drink, but I know it won’t help. It doesn't make me dream of her. It doesn't lessen the pain that’s been building. If anything, it makes it worse. I walk behind my dad’s desk and sit down.

      I let my head drop to my hands.

      “Son?” I look up at my dad’s voice but freeze when I see the framed picture on his desk.

      I stand up and grab it with both hands, staring down at it. “It’s her!” I yell, and all the air leaves my lungs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          Autumn

        

      

    

    
      I lean over the toilet and all my breakfast comes back up. This is the fourth morning in a row this has happened.

      “Autumn, I really think we should go see a doctor,” my stepmother June says as she holds my hair back. I take the washcloth she hands me and wipe my mouth with it.

      “Please. I’m not ready,” I admit as I stand and go over to the sink to wash my face and brush my teeth. I look up into the mirror. I look thinner, but I know I’ve lost weight over the past few weeks.

      “Baby girl.” I turn to look at June, and the term of endearment both she and my dad use melts my heart.

      I love it here. I’ve never known a home like this growing up. It’s peaceful here and full of so much love. I hate that my mother kept me away from them. It will never make sense to me. It’s not like she wanted me and here is this family that does.

      “Does he know?” she asks me.

      I shake my head. No one knows but her. My eyes burn as she pulls me into a hug and rubs my back.

      “It’s going to be okay. You’re going to be a great mom. Look at how you are with the twins. They adore you.”

      “It’s not that,” I admit as more tears slip free. I’d love to be a mom. It’s something I’ve always wanted. I wanted a family, a real one. Not like the one my mother and I had. I’d love my babies so much they’d be sick of me. “I can’t face him. I’m going to mess up his whole life.”

      June pulls back to look me in the eyes. “Well, fuck him then. You’re the sweetest girl I’ve ever met. You love with your whole heart. You even love people you shouldn't give your love to.”

      I know she’s talking about my mother. Over the past few weeks she and my father have slowly dragged out of me what my life has been like over the years. I think they both just wanted to get to know me but also wanted to know what my mother had done. I found myself still standing up for her. I know I shouldn't, but I can't help myself.

      She slides her hand in mine. “Let's go get some sun. It will do you good.” We walk out of the bathroom and head into the sunroom. I take a seat in one of the soft chairs and put my feet up. There are at least two feet of snow on the ground, but the sun is out today. I see the twins outside having a snowball fight with Ben. I started calling him dad last week. It felt right.

      I so easily slipped into fitting in with them. When I’d first got here I was scared and nervous, but they made me feel so at home. Like I’d always been there.

      “Have you given much thought about school?” June asks. She sets a cup of hot chocolate next to me. They have been asking me to stay. I haven't told them I don’t really even need to go back. I have all the classes I need to graduate. I was just taking extra credits next semester. I’d planned to return because it was better than living with my mother twenty-four seven.

      “I’m not sure what I’m doing yet.” Before I found out I was pregnant I was going to go back. While I felt welcome here, I didn't want to impose on them. Now, I’m not sure what I’m going to do. I don’t think I want to go back to school pregnant. Even less so if I'm throwing up like I am. I also have to tell Hunter. Don’t I?

      One way or another he’s going to find out. Not only did I seduce and take advantage of him, but I also got pregnant. He's really going to think I’m a gold digger now. He’ll probably think I did it on purpose.

      I don’t think my heart is ever going to heal from the loss of him. Not that I ever really had him. I thought I did for a few moments. Moments that I replay over and over again in my head. I place my hand over my belly. I guess I will always have a small part of him.

      “What if he tries to take my baby from me?” The words spill out of my mouth as they pop into my head.

      “No one will take your baby from you, Autumn.” I turn to see my dad standing in the doorway, still in his winter gear and dusted with snow.

      “You’re right. I don’t think Neil would let Hunter do that,” I admit.

      “No, I don’t think so either,” he agrees. I look down at my belly and realize I just told them who the father of my baby is.

      “You know Neil?” I ask.

      “Everyone knows who the Danverses are.” Ben walks over and takes a seat next to June and begins unbuttoning his coat then slips off his gloves.

      I bite my lip. “Neil and I have been in contact,” my dad says, making me jerk my head up to make eye contact with him.

      I’d left a note telling my mother I was going to spend time with my father and that I’d be back for Christmas, but I’d left my phone behind knowing that if I took it I’d break and answer one of her calls or texts. It was best to not have it. I wanted to clear my head. Try and heal before I faced what I’d done.

      “He contacted me the day you came here.”

      “Oh,” is all I say.

      “He was worried.”

      “Did my mother…?” I ask, but he shakes his head. I don’t know if this surprises me. Part of me thinks she doesn't care if I’m gone and the other knows how much control my mother likes to have over me.

      “I’m sure he told your mother,” Ben adds. “I told him I would keep you safe and have you home for Christmas.”

      “Hunter will be there. I guess I can tell everyone then.” I sigh, not looking forward to it. I want to see Hunter more than anything, but I don’t want to face the things he’ll say to me or the looks he’ll give me. I wonder if he’ll bring his girlfriend with him. My belly turns and the urge to throw up hits me. I jump up and run for the bathroom to get sick all over again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight
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      “Where is she!?” I shout at my father.

      “Calm down, Hunter. What’s going on?”

      I walk over to him and hold up the picture. “Who is she? Where did you get this? Where is she? I have to find her. Now!”

      “What is wrong with you?” He reaches out to take the picture from me, but I hold it to my chest. “Hunter, that’s Autumn. Porsha’s daughter. I asked her to give me a picture of her for my birthday. What are you going on about? You said you didn’t want to meet her.”

      “I’m…” My thoughts are jumbled as I plop down on the couch in his office. I lean forward, looking at her picture and staring into her smiling eyes. “Dad, this is her. She’s the one.”

      He walks over and sits beside me. For a moment he doesn’t say anything as he puts his arm around my shoulder and hugs me close. “I know she is, son. And you need to go and get her.”

      “What?” I snap my head up and stare at him. “How do you know?”

      “You may not want to admit it to me or to yourself, but you and I are alike. We’re stubborn and possessive and when we want something we feel it in our bones. The first time I laid eyes on Autumn, I knew she was the one for you. She was just like your mother, and I saw in her a spirit that would match your own. It’s the reason I married Porsha.”

      I look at him, unable to ask all of the questions going through my mind. There are too many thoughts hurtling at me at once.

      “I met Autumn when she was volunteering at the soup kitchen.”

      “The one we used to go to with Mom?” I ask, and he nods.

      “After she and your brother died, I needed to go back. I wanted to hold on to the memories of them. Your mother enjoyed helping people, and I know that it meant a lot to her that we volunteered. The first time I went back I saw Autumn. She was sixteen at the time, but I could see how kind and bright she was. We ended up talking and I found out a lot about her home life. From the first moment I met her, I knew that if your mother were alive, she would have taken this girl under her wing. She would have done everything she could to make her feel safe and loved. So that’s what I did.”

      “You married Porsha to protect Autumn?” I ask in disbelief.

      “I did. Porsha came and picked her up that day, and I asked her out for coffee. I knew that I would never love another woman as much as I loved your mother, but I could take care of Autumn. I didn’t want to replace your mother or your brother. But I wanted to make sure the rest of my life was spent doing the most I could for the people that mattered to me.”

      “How did you know I would care about Autumn so much?”

      He shrugs. “I just knew. One look at your mom and I knew she was the one. One look at Autumn and I knew she was the one for you. I’ve been looking after her for the last two years, waiting on you to finally meet. And I think it’s finally time.”

      “Over my dead body,” Porsha hisses.

      My father and I both stand up at the exact same moment when we see her standing in the doorway.

      “I won’t let either of you anywhere near her,” she snarls, stomping into the office.

      “I’m afraid that’s not up to you,” my dad says, putting his hands in his pockets. “She’s with Ben right now, and she’ll be here tomorrow.”

      “Who’s Ben?” I bark.

      “Her biological father,” my dad says in a soothing tone. “Don’t worry. I’ve been in contact with her since she left.”

      “How dare you!” Porsha screams. “She’s my daughter!”

      “Are you kidding me right now?” Even I can hear the exasperated tone in my dad’s voice. “You have done everything in your power to push that girl away. She chases after you and you ignore her, even sending her away to school when I begged her to be at home. You’ve spent all your time worried about yourself and your wallet that you never stopped to worry about your own child.”

      “So this is why you’ve never fucked me? You were too busy trying to get with my daughter?”

      I see my father physically shake with anger as his fists clench at his side. “I never touched you because I love my wife. And she will be the only woman I love for the rest of my life. I only married you to make sure Autumn had a good life where she was safe and cared for. And the fact that you insinuate something despicable about my feelings for her shows your true character. Autumn is a daughter to me just as much as my own children.”

      “I don’t believe you,” Porsha snaps, but her face has gone white.

      “I worried every night that you’d somehow try to sell her off for money, so I proposed to you to keep that from happening. Autumn is the only reason you’re still in this house, and now that she’s with her father, there’s no need for you anymore.”

      My dad turns to me, and I’m by his side. I’m ready to back him up one hundred percent on his decision, as long as I can have my Autumn.

      “Call the number on the desk. Have them here as soon as they can.”

      I nod and do as he asks. When I’m finished I hang up the phone and look to him and Porsha.

      “You’re done here,” he says, pointing to the door. “Get your things and get out. I’ve got a company coming to help you, and they’ll take you wherever you want to go. I had hoped at some point we could have worked this out, but I see now that I was a fool to think there was anything good inside you.”

      “Fine!” she shouts and stomps her foot. “I’ve got a list of men dying to steal me away from you.”

      My dad gives her a soft smile and nods. “I hope for their sake that you treat them much kinder than you ever treated me. Goodbye, Porsha.”

      She screeches as she storms out of the room. I put my hand on my father's shoulder and he looks at me. There’s sadness in his eyes, and I hate that he had to endure someone like Porsha for so long. No one deserves to be treated with such hate. I never heard him say he loved Porsha, and he doesn’t say it as she walks out of his life.

      “I have to go to Autumn,” I say, but my father shakes his head.

      “No, Hunter. She’s in a good place, and she agreed to be here tomorrow. I know I shouldn’t keep you from her, but you need to give her the right to choose to come home. Because that’s what this will be for her and for you from now on. Home.”

      Hearing the word warms my heart. I know he’s right, and going one more day without her will be torture, but I think I have something I can do to get ready for that.

      “What time is she getting here?” I ask, and my father smiles.
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      Chapter 9 *Autumn*

      I feel nervous as I walk up to the front door. Normally I’d just walk in, but since I left a few weeks ago, it doesn’t feel right.

      I smile at my dad, stepmom and the kids. They all agreed to come with me today. Neil was so excited when I asked if I could bring them, he practically shouted into the phone. I know this will be a little awkward at first, but I place my hand on my growing baby bump and decide that I’m going to be okay.

      If Hunter is here, then I’ll get some alone time with him and tell him the news. He doesn’t have to be in the baby’s life if he doesn’t want to—I’m prepared to care for our child alone and without help if he doesn’t want to give any. I will do everything in my power to make sure this child is loved enough for the both of us.

      Neil called me yesterday to explain that my mom wouldn’t be here. He said they’re getting a divorce but that he still wants me to be a part of his life. I never expected to gain a family all at once, but I did and it’s kind of great. It sucks that my mom doesn’t want to be a part of that, but maybe one day she’ll change her mind.

      Feeling confident and at peace with my decision, I reach out and ring the doorbell. There are two gigantic wreaths on the door. It’s funny because I don’t remember my mom decorating much for Christmas, so I assumed Neil wouldn’t do much either. Guess I was wrong. There aren’t any cars in the driveway, so I guess he isn’t having one of her big lavish parties either.

      I hear footsteps approaching, and then the door is flung open. Neil is standing there and I only get to look at him for half a second before he wraps me in his arms in a giant bear hug.

      “We’ve missed you so much, Autumn,” he says, and I can’t help but think he’s probably the only one who missed me. I laugh as he lets me go and then shakes Ben’s hand. “Thank you so much for bringing her. Come in, come in.”

      He ushers all of us inside then takes our coats and hangs them up. I look around at all the decorations in awe. There are garlands and more wreaths, with lights and ornaments on everything. There are even snowflakes hanging from the ceiling, and the twins ooh and ah over them.

      “Wow, Neil, you really overdid it,” I say, smiling widely. He’s even wearing a light-up sweater.

      “It wasn’t me,” he says. He looks behind me and nods, and I turn around to follow his gaze.

      From where I’m standing I can see the living room full of presents, lights, and a Christmas tree that belongs in Rockefeller Center. The place looks like Buddy the Elf got a hold of it, and when I see Hunter in the middle of the room, I gasp.

      “Autumn, come here, angel.”

      I don’t know how, but I manage to make my legs move and I walk over to him.

      When I’m within a few feet of him, he reaches out, pulling me into his arms like he can’t stand the wait any longer.

      “Do you have any idea how difficult it was to stand there?” he says right before he holds my face with both of his hands and gives me the most intense kiss of my life.

      My legs turn to Jell-O, but he grabs me around the waist and holds me up while he kisses me so deeply I feel it in my soul. The world moves around us, and I feel, for the second time in my life, that my heart is where it’s supposed to be. That this is the man I’m bound to, and finally, finally I’m in his arms.

      He breaks the kiss and presses his forehead to mine. “I thought I dreamed you up. I didn’t think you were real. God, this doesn’t even feel real now, but here you stand. My angel.”

      For a second I think he’s falling and I reach out, grabbing his arms. But instead he goes down on one knee and opens up a green velvet box with a rock inside that’s almost as big as my hand.

      “Oh shit,” I whisper, and the twins giggle.

      I turn to look at my family and Neil all standing there with smiles on their faces. Neil looks smug, like he knew this all along, and my dad looks like he could burst with pride. My god, is this real?

      “Autumn, I know this is sudden, but I know the truth in my bones. You are the one for me, and I want to marry you. I want to spend the rest of my life with you by my side. It’s crazy, but I love you. I know it just as I know my heart will always belong to you. You’re the one. Will you marry me?”

      “I’m pregnant,” I blurt out, wanting him to know everything. I need him to know the truth so he doesn’t somehow think this is why I’m here. “I came here to tell you that I’m pregnant, and it’s yours and if you don’t want to be in our life—”

      He cuts me off by pulling me down into his lap and kissing me again. Sweet lord, I thought the first kiss was possessive. This one is pure ownership, and I have no control over it. It’s so much deeper than anything I’ve ever felt.

      “You’re mine forever,” he vows, and I see tears in his eyes. He places his hand on my belly and smiles at me. “I’m not asking you again. This time I’m telling you. Marry me.”

      I nod, unable to speak through the lump in my throat. I throw my arms around him and he holds me in his lap as I cry. He tells me over and over again how much he loves me while Christmas carols play on the sound system behind us. This could possibly be the most romantic thing that’s ever happened in the history of the world.

      Glancing behind me, I see Neil and my dad hugging and crying like babies. I can’t help it and I start to laugh. This is the greatest day ever.
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        Nine months later…

      

      “Spread those thighs. I want my Thanksgiving feast,” I say, standing at the end of the bed.

      “Only if you promise to give me the gravy.” Autumn winks at me as she spreads her legs and shows me her pretty pussy.

      I crawl onto the bed and kiss my way up to her center. I take a moment to place my lips softly against her lower ones before I slide two fingers between them, rubbing her clit. When I dip them inside her tight opening, I groan as she squeezes them.

      “Fuck, you’re horny for it, aren’t you?”

      I cover her pussy with my mouth, tonguing her clit. The taste of her sweet nectar is like heaven and I will never get tired of visiting her pearly gate.

      “Right there, baby,” she says, gripping my hair and holding me in place. Autumn has grown to demand what she needs and I’m more than happy to oblige.

      After Christmas we moved into a house right next door to my dad, got married, and had our first baby. We named our little girl Ariel after my mother, and she’s the center of our world.

      It was a whirlwind at first, but it’s all been like a fairy tale. It was right from the very beginning, and I knew Autumn was my destiny. My father has since divorced Porsha, and she’s completely out of our lives. I had hoped when we had Ariel things would change, but they didn’t. She’s got a new husband on the other side of the world, and Autumn made peace with her not being a part of our future. Maybe one day she’ll come around, but none of us are holding our breath or waiting around for it to happen.

      “Cock. I need your cock, Hunter,” Autumn whines, and I kiss her pussy one last time before I give her what she wants.

      “Fuck,” I hiss as I push inside her tight folds. “Goddamn, you’re virgin tight every time.”

      “Stop it, Hunter. You talk like that and you’re going to get me pregnant again.”

      I give her a wicked smile and she moans. “That’s the idea, angel.”

      “The doctor just released me this week. You’re not supposed to cum in me this soon.”

      “You’re saying the words, but your legs wrapped around me are only getting tighter,” I say, leaning down and sucking her nipple into my mouth.

      “Oh shit, that feels good,” she groans as her hips rise. “It feels good when you do it inside me.”

      “I know it does, angel. I don’t want to pull out,” I say, kissing between her tits. “Don’t make me.”

      I look up at her and she whines as she pulses around me. She’s about to cum just thinking about me getting off in her.

      “I’m close,” I tell her, trying to hold back. But her pussy is so wet and so tight I can’t wait much longer. “Tell me where you want it.”

      “In me,” she moans as her thighs tighten and she arches her back.

      Her pussy clamps down on my cock, and there’s no way I could pull out even if I wanted to. Which I don’t. I hold myself deep as I cum at the same time she does. Thick pulses of cum throb into her, and her greedy pussy drinks it up.

      “Angel,” I groan as I bury my face in her neck and hold her close.

      Her legs fall from around my waist as her orgasm leaves her spent and weak. She giggles when I kiss her below her ear, and her hands drift up and down my back.

      “I could sleep like this,” I mumble against her skin, and I feel her laugh again.

      “This is how you slept our first night together,” she says. “You were smothering me, but I didn’t want you to move.”

      “It was the best dream ever,” I say, leaning back and looking into her eyes. “And it came true.”

      I kiss her lips softly and think about how lucky I am. Lucky to have found her and lucky that she felt the same way I did.

      “You and me forever,” she whispers and touches my face. “Happy Thanksgiving.”

      “My favorite day of the year.”
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        A little over a year later…

      

      I carry our daughter Ariel down the stairs. It’s so early on Christmas morning that everyone is still asleep. Hunter offered to get her, but he was up with our son Charlie last night so I said he could go back to sleep. He made some disgruntled protests, but I scratched his back for a second and he was out cold.

      We’ve come next door to stay the night at Neil’s house since my parents are doing a Disney cruise with the twins as their gift this year. We could have just walked over, but I wanted to cuddle up in PJs around the fire and watch Christmas movies together. Plus, Neil always gets so sad around the holidays, and we wanted to be with him as much as possible. I know the pain of the loss of half his family will never be healed, but he’s immersed himself in our lives and the lives of our grandchildren, and it feels as though that gives him some purpose.

      Ariel pulls on my hair and then giggles. She’s going to be mischievous, just like her father. I can already tell. She blows a raspberry at me as I walk into the kitchen and heat her up some breakfast.

      The sun isn’t even up yet as I place her in her booster seat at the table and she starts eating. Ariel is almost two. She’s still not entirely sure what happens on Christmas, but she looks adorable in her little Santa pajamas.

      I start the coffee and wait for some liquid heaven to brew as I talk to her about what we’re going to do today.

      “When Grandpa gets up, he’s going to take you outside to build a snowman. Then we can open presents and have chocolate chip pancakes.” Her eyes light up and she nods in agreement, and I can’t help but think how happy I am.

      When I take my first sip of coffee, I’m startled by a sound at the front of the house. I place my mug down on the counter and glance back at Ariel before checking to see what it was. There’s a wreath on the front door that keeps falling off, so I’m sure that’s what it is.

      I round the corner and when I see Hunter standing there in the dim light, I’m confused. I reach over and switch on the lamp before I turn around to face him.

      “Hunter, baby, what are you doing out of be—” My words are cut off by the scream building in my throat.

      It’s not Hunter standing in front of me. He looks almost identical to my husband, but his eyes are different. He’s built exactly the same—tall and broad shouldered—but I stand there frozen as I look at someone who could be his twin.

      “Who are you?” he asks, his voice stern and cold. Nothing like my Hunter’s. “Why are you in my house?”

      “Your house?” I almost shout, hoping Hunter hears me. “Who are you?” I throw back at him.

      “I’m asking the questions, little girl.” He takes a step toward me, and this time I do scream.

      He stops in his tracks and he holds his hands up defensively. “Wait, calm down. I just need to find my—”

      “Vance, you’ve scared her.”

      From out of the shadows behind him comes an older woman with gray hair and eyes that look exactly like my daughter’s. I’m frozen still as I look between the two of them. All the words I want to say as I stare at them are stuck in my mouth. It’s impossible, but I’m seeing it with my own eyes.

      The woman comes closer and I don’t move. I’m trying to process what’s happening. I’ve seen their pictures, but this can’t be real. Before I know what’s happening the woman is taking my hand and looking down at the diamond on my left ring finger. The diamond that Hunter gave me on Christmas day when he proposed. The one he said was his mother’s.

      “I hated leaving this behind,” she whispers as she looks at the stone.

      Just then, thunderous booming comes from behind me and I flip around to see Hunter and Neil standing at the bottom of the stairs.

      “Mom? Vance?” Hunter whispers, his face white as a sheet.

      Neil falls to his knees beside him, putting his hands to his mouth.

      The room is utterly silent as the truth of what’s in front of us is revealed.

      
        To be continued… Christmas 2017
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      Noelle's voice has captivated Alex, and she's become his greatest obsession. Since he hired her to read audiobooks, listening to her is the only thing that makes his lonely world bearable. Thank God she's never seen him. His scars would only scare her away.  

      Alex has starred in every fantasy Noelle's had since she first heard his voice over the phone, and reading erotica samples to him only fuels her desire. Listening to him on the other end of the phone is the best part of her day, and she's willing to do anything to please him. 

      On Christmas Eve a storm comes through, sending Noelle in search of her reclusive boss. Once she's at his cabin with no place to go, there's only one way to keep warm.

      

      Warning: This is the sweetest, cheesiest, most Christmassy book ever! It's filled with late-night confessions, dirty deeds, and a lifetime of love. If you love this time of year, I've got some cheer for you!
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      For everyone who has an inner Buddy The Elf… Happy Holidays!
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      “‘Please,” she begged. “I need to feel you inside me now. It’s been too long.” Annabelle pleaded with Sam before taking matters into her own hands, grabbing his hard cock and guiding it to her wet pussy. Wanting to make them whole once again, to never be apart from the only man she’d ever loved. Would ever love.

      “I’ll give you what you want. Just give me what I want,” Sam demanded, pulling back just a little from her, the head of his cock barely touching her opening. She knew what he wanted, and she was sick of fighting these feelings. She’d find a way to make them work, no matter how different their worlds were.

      “I love you. Only you.” She gave him the words he wanted because they were true. She knew it down to her soul.

      Samuel thrust home into her welcoming body, his hard cock just as hungry for her as he was.”

      The heavy breathing through the phone pulls me from my narration “Mr. Lockwood, are you okay?”

      “Alex,” he grunts, sounding irritated with me. “Say it.”

      “Alex,” I whisper. He’s been correcting me for months now, but for some reason I always still say ‘Mr. Lockwood.’ It reminds me of who he is—that he isn’t a friend I’m talking to on the phone. He’s a client and nothing more, no matter what my late-night fantasies tell me.

      I hear a grunt, then the line goes quiet. I wonder if he’s mad at me, and I inwardly curse myself. I had steady work before I started narrating books for his company, All for You, but with him offering me more and more projects, he’s been my only client for well over two months now. It sounds silly, and I’m sure I can get more projects elsewhere, but I like working for him. He handles things a little differently than most clients I work with, but I like his way. Seems I like a lot of things about Alex, despite knowing very little about him.

      The silence hangs in the air as I wait for him to speak again. His words do things to me. Things they shouldn’t. I’ve somehow latched myself onto him recently. Waiting for our daily calls has now become a little bit of an obsession, one I’m sure my mother would tell me was just as unhealthy as my lack of a social life.

      “Hmm,” I mumble, trying to break the uncomfortable silence. I can’t bear the tension, but all I hear is his heavy breathing, something that reminds me of the many erotica books I’ve read. The hero would breathlessly pant into the heroine’s ear after a hard round of sex. It’s a sound I’ve never actually heard myself, but I find myself imagining what it would be like if Alex made the sound in my ear, his body on top of me.

      “I think that’s enough for today,” he finally says, his deep voice rolling over my skin like a warm rough caress, like it always does when he speaks to me. If anyone should be narrating a book, it’s Alex. He has a voice like I’ve never heard before, and I’ve heard many in my line of work. Voices that are supposed to be the best aren’t anything special compared to his.

      “Okay, Mis— Alex,” I correct myself quickly, once again making myself look like an incompetent fool who can’t remember anything. “I’ll have the Scott book sent over this afternoon. Just a few more touches and it will be finished. Then I’ll start on this new one, if you liked the sample I just did.”

      Alex likes to do the samples over the phone and also likes to check in daily on my project status, something that’s not normal with audio work. Almost everything could be done over email, but Alex says he likes to do it this way. For what he’s paying me to voice audiobooks, I’m happy to jump through hoops for the projects. Okay, that’s only partially true. I would jump through the hoops, but our phone calls mean more to me than just work.

      Sometimes our calls dip into personal life, mainly about me and my life. Every now and then, I find myself rambling on, and he just listens. Maybe he’s really polite and feels sorry for me for having to carry on conversations with someone who is virtually a stranger. Though he doesn’t feel like a stranger anymore.

      “That sounds perfect. I have a lot going on tomorrow, so I want this taken care of tonight and off both our to-do lists,” he says, slipping back into business talk. It’s crazy how he does that. Sometimes I wonder if maybe he has a crazy sex life, because my narrations always seem to run on the dirty side and they never affect him.

      I usually end up in a pile of goo when we we’re done, with hard nipples and wet panties. We’d hang up and I’d have my hand down my pants before the line even cleared. It wasn’t narrating the books that turned me on. I’ve been doing romance narrations for years. Normally I did them alone so no one would hear. But somehow, reading aloud to Alex has me beyond turned on. It could be that the pieces he selects for samples are always the dirtiest parts, or it could just be him.

      I told myself it was because Alex was playing with me. I thought maybe he even had a little crush on me like I did him, but after time went on, he never seemed affected. He never tried to be more friendly to me like I was with him, and after a while I thought maybe I made it up in my head. My mother always told me I live too much inside myself, and it seemed to have happened again. I’d built something up in my mind that wasn’t really there. Worse, the thought of not having this interaction anymore was terrifying in some weird way.

      “Okay. I’ll send the file right over.” I try to keep my tone just as causal as his, but I’m still chewing on the fact that he has a lot going on tomorrow. It’s Christmas, so I should expect him to be busy. All I have planned is a TV dinner and Netflix.

      “Have a merry Christmas, Noelle.”

      “You too, Alex.” I hit End on the call, promptly wanting to disconnect from him. I drop the phone onto my desk and bring up my emails. I want to go ahead and send the file, but my internet won’t connect. After restarting the modem and my laptop, I make my way over to the window while everything reboots.

      It really is a perfect Christmas Eve. Snow has already begun to fall, and the Christmas lights on my tree behind me reflect in the window. It’s as if they’re mocking me. My house is decorated like I’m hosting a Christmas party tomorrow. There isn’t a spot that isn’t covered in some kind of Christmas decoration. Why I do this to myself, I have no idea.

      I’m an introvert and always have been. I made a couple of friends in college, always preferring to have my nose deep in a book. But since then they’ve dropped off one by one, slowly losing contact over time. No one wants to be friends with the girl who rarely leaves the house.

      Who knows where my parents are this time of year. No one likes to travel more than they do. I still have no idea how I came from such social butterflies. I like things small and intimate, and I always wanted to spend a Christmas like that with my parents. When I was a kid, my mom would go all out, kind of like I did in my own home, but she always filled the day with people I hardly knew.

      It’s almost laughable now. I hate how she’d do that, but now here I am in a house all made up for Christmas and not one soul to spend it with. I’m not sure which is worse.

      My mind wanders back to Alex, wondering what his plans might be. Would he have a special person to spend his Christmas with? The thought sends an irrational surge of jealously through me.

      Maybe I can come up with a reason to get in touch with him, or just call to wish him a merry Christmas. I chastise myself for the silly idea. Considering how fast he got off the phone moments ago, he probably has plans tonight.

      Growling at myself, I pull my hair from my ponytail to relieve some of the tension I’m feeling.

      Pull it together, I tell myself. I’ll finish this project for Alex, get into my Christmas pajamas, eat those cookies I spent all day baking and decorating, and watch my favorite holiday movies. I will not let myself have a pity party.
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