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    Chapter One


    Hunter


    


    I look around the bar, trying to figure out which of these girls will be the lucky one tonight. I swear it gets harder and harder to find a good piece of ass that I haven’t hit before. Half of the girls in here are giving me the death stare because I’ve been there done that and didn’t want to put a ring on it. The other half have shot me down, which probably means they’re gay. I know people think I’m conceited and an asshole, but I really don’t give a shit. I may be twenty eight but that doesn’t mean I need to find a chick to tie myself down to.


    Most people tell me I’m an asshole, and honestly they’re right. I have no interest in taking a chick out on a date, pretending like I give a shit what she is talking about and then lying and saying I’ll call her the next day. I would rather go to her place, fuck her good, and leave with no expectations of speaking to her again. If you think about it, I’m doing these chicks a favor by not leading them on.


    As the bartender hands me my drink and change, a girl I’ve never seen before catches my eye at the end of the bar. She has shoulder length dark hair and legs for days. She isn’t dressed like most of the girls here with as little clothes on as possible, but she is sexier than any of them. Girls don’t understand that less isn’t always better, however, it sure makes it quicker when the chick isn’t wearing any panties. At that point, you really don’t even need to take the rest of their clothes off.


    I walk over to the mystery girl, knowing that she is tonight’s conquest. When I position myself next to her at the bar, she looks over at me. “Hey, you’re new here, huh?”


    Her eyes meet mine and they are this piercing green color. I wonder for a minute if they are contacts. “Is it that obvious?”


    I lean in close to whisper in her ear. “Let me show you around the dance floor, you’ll be a regular by the time I’m done with you.” She pulls back to look at me and a smirk crosses her face. This one is gonna be fun.


    “Okay, hot shot, let’s see what you got.”


    I take her hand, leading her to the middle of the floor. Before she comes to a stop, I pull her against me, her ass pressed against my already throbbing dick. My hands run down her sides, resting on her hip bones. I grind against her, keeping her in place so she feels every inch of me. Her head leans back against my shoulder and I attack her neck with my mouth. When I nip at her skin, she yelps. Not expecting her to move, she escapes me and turns quickly in my arms. I brace myself for her to hit me or call me a dick, it’s been done before. Instead, she surprises me by hooking one of her legs around my waist, causing the dress she’s wearing to ride up dangerously close to her ass.


    Her hands grip the hair at the nape of my neck before she leans back, my arm cradling her back, and grinds herself on me. I groan, not expecting her to be as forward as she is. This girl is desperate for my dick, and who am I to deny her? I can feel the heat radiating off of her. You would think I'm freeing her pussy from years of being locked away. I can’t take this shit anymore. Dancing is usually my tool to get them horny enough to want to fuck, but this chick doesn’t need any encouragement.


    I take her hand, surprising her and jolting her from the sexual zone she had been in. We walk toward the back door, aiming for my car in the parking lot. She pulls my hand, bringing me to a stop and rests her back against the wall. “Where are we going?”


    “To your place,” I trail my hand down her body, stopping on her pussy and stroking it. “That way I can give this pussy the dick you’ve been begging for.”


    Her breath catches as I stroke her up and down. “I shouldn’t do this. I have someone at home waiting for me.”


    “Yeah, and I have a fucking goldfish at home, sweetheart.” She looks at me, confusion prominent in her eyes. “Sorry, I thought we were talking about shit that didn’t matter.”


    If I can’t go to her place, then we go to plan B. Before she can respond, I walk her back into the club. I find Matt, the owner, and slip him a hundred dollar bill. He nods at me and I pull her up the steps, practically running from the anticipation of sinking myself into her. I open the door to Matt’s office. He and I went to college together and there have been a handful of times that I didn’t want to let a chick go but couldn’t go back to her place. Since I refuse to let these girls know where I live, half of them would probably show up at my door with Voodoo dolls, Matt has let me use his office for a fee.


    As soon as we enter his office, I kick the door shut and have her up against it in seconds. Keeping one hand on her hip, I reach over and turn the lock. Gripping her ass, I lift her up, causing her legs to wrap around me. Her perky tits are right in front of my face. “Pull your dress down.” She doesn’t respond but immediately pulls the straps of her dress and bra down her arms. “Stop,” I say before she can free herself from her bra. I run my tongue over the outline of her bra, causing her to shiver and grind her pussy against my cock.


    I grip the flimsy lace in my teeth, pulling down and causing her tit to pop out. When I take her nipple in my mouth she moans, and it is so damn sexy. I can’t take not being inside her anymore and carry her over to the black leather couch. I let her slide down my front, slowly letting my fingers drag over her skin. Without a word, I spin her around and push her down so her stomach is resting on the arm of the couch. “You better find something to hold onto, cause there is no way this will be nice and fucking easy.”


    I pull my cock out, rip open a condom, slip it over my dick and without hesitation, sink myself into her soaking wet pussy. God, she is fucking tight. My dick is practically screaming from the grip her muscles have on it. I start to drive into her hard, using my grip on her hips to slam her into me, only intensifying each thrust. She screams each time I enter her, and I can see her fingers digging into the leather.


    I am never a fucking minute man but this girl has me ready to burst already. I reach around, stroking her clit as I change to slow, hard, grinds into her. When she screams and her pussy tightens around me, I thank God. I let go, experiencing the best orgasm I’ve had in fucking forever.


    After my breathing slows down, I pull out of her, eliciting a sigh. She stands up and turns to me as I’m straightening out my clothes. “Well thanks, I’ll see you later.”


    Her face twists with anger. “Seriously? You’re just gonna leave?”


    “Yeah, I don’t know what you thought this was. I’m not your fucking fairytale. I’m not the wine and dine type. I’m the fuck ‘em and forget ‘em type.”


    “You’re a fucking asshole.” She crosses her arms over her chest in an attempt to hide her bare chest and show me that she’s pissed off.


    “Yeah, I am. Have a good night. I know I did.” I open the door, giving her a smile before walking out, leaving her there.


    I know I’m an asshole, but honestly, I just don’t give a shit.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Samantha


    


    “Samantha.” Do I really have to do this? “Samantha!” Maybe if I hide in here long enough she’ll just go away. “Samantha Baker, I will not call your name again.” Kill me now. Even at twenty four my mom still scares the shit out of me, which is the only reason I open the door.


    I step out of the dressing room, already red from embarrassment. “Why do I need to dress like this Mom? I mean, I’m not sure at this point that I won’t get fined by the FCC for nudity.” I look in the mirror and hate the image looking back at me. My long blonde hair is pin straight, stopping just below my boobs. Speaking of the girls, all that is covering them are some small circles of fabric, which I’m still not convinced will stay in place. There are pieces of fringe connecting each circle and draping around my back. As for my bottom half, I get the pleasure of wearing a black thong with the same offending string barely covering my bare ass.


    “We need the shock factor. We don’t want people to forget about you or call you boring, now do we?” No. But I also don’t want them calling me a slut. I simply nod my head in response, knowing by now there is no use arguing with my mom, even when it concerns my life or my career.


    She has been my manager since she helped me get my “big break” when I was twelve. That turned into her always knowing what was best and controlling my every move. It’s so suffocating and if I didn’t love performing so much, I swear I would just quit.


    “Now, we have fifteen minutes until you need to go on stage. Just remember—“A knock raps on the door, cutting off her directions. “That must be the private security we hired for you.” My team has insisted that I hire a personal bodyguard, not that anyone asked me if that’s what I wanted. I have gotten a few creepy letters and they are concerned, not that anyone will tell me what the damn things say. I turn back toward the mirror, trying to convince myself this isn’t as bad as I think it is. I can hear my mom talking to the new goon but I couldn’t care less.


    “Samantha, don’t be rude.” I turn around, putting on the best polite smile I can manage. “This is Hunter Stone.”


    “Holy Fuck.” My mouth drops open, my hand covering it quickly as I realize what shitty luck I have. It’s him. The asshole from last night. Mr. Fuck ‘em and forget ‘em. My blood boils as I stare holes through him. The fact that I let him so blatantly use me makes me feel ashamed of myself. The asshole doesn’t even flinch though, he seems so unaffected. Does he not recognize me? I mean, sure I had the wig on, but I don’t think it makes that much of a difference. His eyes finally tear away from my body and meet my mine, and that’s when I see realization set in.


    “Watch your mouth, young lady.” I look over at my mother and am about to tell her to send him back. Then I realize she will ask how I know him. I would have to admit that I snuck out, went to a club unattended, and had a one-night stand with this loser. Who am I more afraid to be around? The douche, or my mother? Definitely my mother. “Now, I am going to make sure everything is set up for you. Mr. Stone, please be sure to escort my daughter everywhere. She is not to be out of your sight.”


    “Yes, ma’am.” Who the fuck is he kidding? He has no damn manners.


    She leaves and I expect the groveling to start. Him to beg me not to have him fired. To forgive him. “So, you look hot in the light too? That’s a real accomplishment, sweetheart. Most of these club skanks are barely tolerable once you turn the lights on.”


    He did not just fucking call me a club skank. “Listen to me, dickhead. You’re on my turf now and—“


    “Turf? This isn’t West Side Story babe, and I’m still not playing the part you want me to.” He smirks at me and I want nothing more than to smack the smile off of his stupid fucking face.


    “I can have you fired, you know.” I try to assert myself, crossing my arms over my chest but feeling more insecure and unsure than I have in a long time.


    “I thought that you would have; however, my guess is that mommy dearest would kick your ass for being out without her. Not only that, but having a one-night stand with a guy like me? Not how a lady should act, Samantha.” He wiggles his finger at me in a mocking manner, and I clench my fists in anger.


    A knock at the door saves me from looking like an idiot because I have no idea what the hell my response would have been. “Miss Baker, they’re ready for you.”


    I nod at the assistant and then walk toward the door. As I pass Hunter, he grabs my hand, making me pause in front of him. “Don’t pretend you’re not thinking of how quickly I could shred all of those little strings you’re wearing and send you spiraling. I know I am.” His hand smacks my ass.


    Before I know what I’m doing, I smack him across the face. “Don’t fucking touch me,” I grit out through clenched teeth.


    He rubs his cheek, half smiling before his head dips down close to my ear. “Baby, soon you’ll be on your knees begging me to touch your hungry pussy.” He straightens up and holds the door open. “After you, Miss Baker.” His comment pisses me off and turns me on at the same time. My body and my mind are in disagreement when it comes to this piece of work.


    We walk down the hallway to the stage, the only noise between us the clicking of my hooker heels and the resounding cheers from the waiting crowd. I stand at my spot under the stage and take a deep breath. As the platform starts to rise, my nerves begin to calm. Performing has always been my safe place. That is until my mother decided slutty party songs were the way to go. I miss writing. I miss really singing. A song doesn’t mean anything without emotion. This performance doesn’t do much for me except make me want to hide tomorrow when the tabloids are tearing me apart. I push through it, giving the sexy looks, shaking my ass, and swinging my hair on cue. I pray that a day comes that I can do what I want again. That my mom finally realizes I used to do this because it made me happy. Now I do it because it makes her happy.


    Before I know it, the song is over and Hunter is waiting for me. He walks me back to the dressing room and I think that this arrangement might actually work if he could keep his mouth shut. We get into the room and I kick off the heels, groaning as my feet get relief. Hunter is suddenly behind me, his hands on my hips, pressing me against him. I want to pull away from him but there is something about his touch that makes me lose all common sense. That’s what happened last night; it’s like I can’t think when he is this close. His hand skims down my side before cupping me, making me gasp as he brushes over my clit.


    “You know those sexy ass shoes would look much better in the air while I’m fucking you. Holding these long legs above your head while you scream my name. Too bad I don’t mix business with pleasure.” He releases me and opens the door. “I’ll be waiting out here for you to change, Miss Baker.”


    When he shuts it, I want to scream at the top of my lungs, half from aggravation and half from sexual frustration.


    I. Fucking. Hate. Him.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Samantha


    


    I get dressed slowly, not in any hurry to go back out there and face Hunter. It would be my luck that out of all the people in the world, he would get assigned to be my security. My mother laid out this intricate outfit but I just don’t feel like putting it on. I grab a pair of yoga pants, and a bright pink t-shirt; if I have to have him annoying me the rest of the night, then I damn sure want to be comfortable while he does it.


    I felt so cheap after he walked out on me that night. I mean, I get that I slept with him shortly after meeting him, but he didn’t need to treat me like shit. I still can’t believe I did that. It’s so out of character for me. I have only had sex with two other guys and both of them stemmed from longer relationships. There was just something about Hunter that made me lose all control over my emotions, and my body. The worst part is that he knows it.


    I take a deep breath and open the door. His back is to me and I can’t help but glance down at his ass. Jesus, I didn’t know men could have an ass like that. His voice jolts me and I jump. “You can look, but don’t touch.” I give him the finger before pushing past him and walking down the hallway. “Slow down, cupcake.”


    I press the elevator button and turn to face him, looking around to make sure no one is close and paying attention to us. “Cupcake? What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”


    The doors slide open and both of us walk in. Hunter still hasn’t answered me, so I look over at him. Once the doors close, he backs me into the corner of the elevator. Our faces are only an inch apart and it’s like I’m getting drunk just being this close to him. He grabs my ass, lifting me up and balancing me on the railing that surrounds the elevator. His hands snake around to the front of my thighs, his thumbs pressing down and massaging me. I get wet instantly and the closer he gets to my clit the more I writhe from the sensation. His hands freeze as his head dips down to kiss my neck before nipping at it, causing me to yelp. “I called you cupcake because that’s what your pussy is like to me. So. Fucking. Sweet. But I can’t allow myself to have it more than once.” His hands trail up my body before they hook under my arms and place me back on the floor. “Close your mouth cupcake, you might catch flies.”


    Why the hell do I keep letting him get me worked up? I swear he is like a fucking drug, he is so bad for me but I love the high he gives me. My body is so heated and screaming for release, I hope my damn vibrator has batteries in it. How am I going to survive being around him? The elevator dings and I step out, hoping my face isn’t too red.


    “Samantha!” Fuck. I thought she left. I turn to face hurricane Mom. “What are you doing in pajamas?”


    “Mom, they’re not pajamas,” I say, exhausted from the day’s events, Hunter playing with my emotions, and my mother being my mother. “They are normal clothes, that normal people wear on a daily basis. They’re comfortable.”


    “Well, do I need to remind you that you aren’t normal? No one will want to take a picture with you looking ‘comfortable’. They want the star, and it’s your job to give it to them.”


    “Maybe I don’t want to be the star anymore. Maybe I want to be a girl. Maybe I want to have a life that doesn’t have every second planned out for me.” I try to keep my voice from shaking. I walk away from her, not wanting to say anymore. I know she thinks she is doing what is best for me, but I’m suffocating. I can feel the tears building and I just want to get into the car before they start to fall. People see you in the news and on TV and think you have everything. Yes, I’m so blessed to be where I am and to have what I do. On the other side, I’m a prisoner. I have no say in my own life.


    The doors open and there is a sea of people behind the barricades. The flashes blind me and I focus my eyes on the floor. Hunter’s arm loops through mine in an attempt to guide me, and I follow him. I hear a clash of metal and Hunter curse under his breath.


    When I look behind us, I see that the barricade fell and we are now surrounded by people. We are still about ten feet from the van and there is nowhere to go. The crowd is closing in, everyone yelling my name from one direction or another.


    “What the fuck!” Hunter yells next to me, trying to get to the security guards and push through people. “Come here.” Fear sets in as I see the crowd moving toward us. He picks me up, holding me against his chest and I feel safe in his arms. Even if he is an asshole, I have this comforting feeling that he won’t let anything happen to me. I hate how he makes me feel. He turns and begins to back into the crowd, pushing his way through people. I feel him beginning to put me down and look next to us to see the truck. Thank God.


    He holds the door open for me and climbs in after I do. “Holy shit! Is that fucking normal?”


    “I don’t know what normal is anymore,” I say, as I stare out of the window. Normal is having no friends because everyone wants something from you. Normal is not being able to date because most guys just want to say they had sex with Samantha Baker. Normal isn’t a word I know anymore.


    “Hey,” I feel his hand touch my arm. “Are you okay?” I nod my head. “Okay, Joe is going to stop by a drive through. What do you want to eat?”


    “Nothing.” My mood has dropped severely. The only thing I want is my bed, not that it will be my bed because I’ve been in a different hotel every night.


    “You need to eat something. I mean, I got here around lunch time and it’s almost nine now. You have to eat.”


    I turn to him, puzzled by the rough edge to his tone.


    “I don’t have to do anything I don’t want to. Besides my mother would have me committed for even thinking of eating that junk. If you’re hungry though, feel free to stop.” I resume my previous position, turned away from him and staring out of the window.


    The car goes through the drive through and both Joe and Hunter get something to eat. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t salivating just from the smell inside the car. I wanted to get something, but my mother’s words haunt me every time I eat. I look over at him as her words play in my head.


    Stick with the salad, you know anything else will go straight to your thighs.


    No one wants to look at a fatty, Samantha.


    One mistake is all it takes.


    Make me proud.


    My stomach grumbles and I know Hunter hears it when he turns to me. He raises an eyebrow as he seems to assess me but he doesn’t say anything.


    When we get to the hotel, I go straight up to the suite. I need a long bath and honestly I really need some sexual gratification. Hunter walks me upstairs but when I try to close the door to the room, he pushes it open and steps inside.


    “What are you doing?” I ask him, having no energy to play games.


    “Going to bed, same as you.”


    “Then you need to go to your room.” I open the door and look at him expectantly.


    “I am in my own room. Your mom said she is booking suites with two rooms so that you’re never alone. I guess that means you’re stuck with me, cupcake.” He winks before retreating with our bags.


    My mother hates me.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Four


    Hunter


    


    I am so fucking beat. Most of my other jobs were for events. Keeping out unwanted guests and easy shit like that.


    When I walked into that room and saw her today, I thought I was fucked. Until I saw the way her eyes darted to her mother when she realized who I was. I saw the fear, the need for approval and I knew that there was no way she would out herself. Having to pretend like I didn’t want to push her up against the wall and fuck the shit out of her all day was exhausting.


    Knowing that she is asleep in the other room is driving me fucking crazy. I wonder what she sleeps in. A little silk number, a t-shirt that stops just below her beautiful ass, or nothing at all. I scrub my hands over my face in frustration. Ditching a girl after sex had never been hard but that’s because I didn’t have to work with them.


    Get a fucking grip.


    She’s just a girl.


    Just another piece of ass.


    Maybe a shower will break me out of this. What I really need to do is jack off. I grab a change of clothes and head to the bathroom. The suite is empty and I stop as I pass Sam’s closed door. I have to force myself to keep moving. I have no idea why the hell I am so drawn to this girl.


    When I open the door to the bathroom, I almost blow a fucking load in my pants. Samantha is in the bathtub, surrounded by candles and bubbles gently floating around her. There is a slight humming noise, holy fucking shit. She’s getting herself off. She arches, her perfect tits rising out of the surface of the water. I smile as a moan rips through her lips and her body seems to tense, her mouth falling open as she comes back down from her high. I am trying to fight every instinct I have to go over there and show her how much better I could do it. How fast I could have her screaming my name. I can’t. I have my no repeat rule for a reason.


    “I hope you were thinking of me.”


    She jumps at the sound of my voice. “Hunter? Get the fuck out!” she grasps for a towel next to her and quickly stands up, wrapping it around her.


    “Don’t stop on my account, cupcake.” I lean against the counter, taking in every inch of skin that I can see. God, this girl is fucking sexy.


    “Do you have no boundaries?” Her voice is laced with annoyance and anger but it doesn’t deter me.


    I take a step toward the tub. “You said you were going to bed. How was I supposed to know you were in here flicking the bean?”


    “Ugh! I really can’t stand you!” She steps out of the tub but as she is trying to stomp away, slips. I reach out and catch her, taking advantage of the opportunity to have her pressed against me. She gasps as I lift her up, still keeping her close to me.


    Once she’s stable, I can’t help but notice the way she smells like fresh strawberries. I dip my head down and run my nose up her neck, eliciting goosebumps across the rest of her skin. When I reach her chin, I pull back a little bit. I see the desire in her eyes. She wants me just as much as I want her. My attention is drawn to her mouth as her teeth grasp her bottom lip. I free it with my thumb before crashing my mouth against hers. Needing a piece of her. A taste of what I can’t let myself have.


    I pull away and I swear it’s the hardest thing I’ve done in a while. She’s like a fucking magnet that I can’t resist. I walk out of the bathroom without a word. This job might pay a lot of fucking money but I don’t know how long I can handle this shit.


    ***


    My alarm goes off at five the next morning and I almost throw my phone against the wall. I don’t know how Sam deals with this schedule. It is insane. When I was hired, they gave me her schedule for the week and I couldn’t believe it. I am surprised they don’t limit her to timed bathroom breaks. I get dressed in a pair of jeans and a black t-shirt before heading out to meet her.


    I’m pouring a cup of coffee when I hear her door open. The sight of her stops me dead in my tracks. She is wearing the shortest pair of jeans shorts I’ve ever seen and a bright pink shirt that shows just the smallest area of her stomach. We haven’t even started the day and I already need a cold fucking shower.


    “Close your mouth, you might catch flies.” She walks by me and I hear a laugh escape her lips. She’s fucking playing with me.


    I follow her as she walks out of the suite and when we are in the elevator, I catch her looking at the spot I held her up against in the elevator at the venue. “I see you looking, cupcake. I know you are just waiting for the next time I have my hands all over you.”


    She turns to me. “That is not going to happen again. I am done with your games, and I want no part of you.”


    I move behind her, pulling her against me and grinding myself into her ass. “Baby, you know that you want me, a specific part of me in fact. You can try to deny it but I know that it was my dick you were thinking of last night when you were making yourself come.”


    Her body shivers against me and I know that I’m affecting her; little does she know she is affecting me just as much. I can’t let her see that though; I can’t give her hope for something that could never be. I can’t let her in. I could never be what she deserves. The elevator door opens and I move around her, walking toward the lobby. It takes a minute, but soon I hear her fuck me heels clicking against the marble floor, letting me know that she is following me.


    There is a crowd outside the hotel and it amazes me how these scumbags always know where she is. Half of the shit they shout at her as she is walking by makes me want to punch their fucking lights out. I hold the door open for her and climb in after her, shutting out the leeches. “Alright cupcake, what’s on the schedule for today?”


    She glares at me. “Don’t fucking call me that.”


    I smirk at her, knowing how much it pisses her off. “Don’t make me a liar now. I named you cupcake because you are so fucking sweet; if you start getting bitchy I might need to call you sour patch.”


    She gives me the finger and then a smile graces her lips. “I have a photoshoot today, and then later tonight I have another performance.”


    I want to ask what made her smile, but I decide to let her have a little bit of mystery. We pull up to a beach and I see a large area roped off. Her mother is standing next to a parking spot and flagging us down like we are a damn airplane. As soon as the truck stops, she opens the door on Sam’s side.


    “What took you all so long? I have been waiting out here for ten minutes! I have told you before, Samantha Baker, that you cannot show up late. It gives people a bad impression of you. And you…” I look up and she is staring daggers through me. “It is your job, Mr. Stone, to make sure that she gets to her appointments on time. If you cannot handle that, then your services will no longer be needed.”


    Sam gets out of the car but turns and peers over her mother’s shoulder and sticks her tongue out at me. I want to laugh, but at the same time, I want to lock her in this car and wipe that smile right off of her face. I can picture pulling her underneath me and covering her sinful body with mine, taking her again like I have wanted to from the moment I sunk myself into her. I’m getting hard just thinking about the sounds she made as I fucked her, the way she pushed back into me, begging for more.


    “Yes, ma’am.” If I say anything other than that I might tell her mother to go fuck herself. I follow the two of them onto the beach and see a whole crew set up, cameras, a trailer, people scurrying around. Sam goes into the trailer and I’m left outside with the she devil.


    “My daughter is beautiful, isn’t she, Mr. Stone?” Her mother looks over at me. How the fuck am I supposed to answer that?


    Yeah, especially when she let me fuck her the first time we met.


    Or how about, yeah I get a hard on whenever I’m within a few feet of her.


    I decide against saying any of that and just giving her a nod. “Well, just remember you are here to keep her safe and nothing else. Keep your hands and other..” She looks me up and down. “…body parts to yourself. I will not have her involved with just anyone, especially with someone who cannot provide for her.”


    What the actual fuck? This lady has a lot of damn nerve. If I didn’t need this job, I would tell her to fuck off. I’ve never made as much money on any of my other assignments, so I just smile and nod when I want to push her face first into the sand.


    “Samantha, hmmm, I don’t know about that outfit.” I turn to look at her and am speechless. She is wearing a gold sequin bikini; the sun is shining off of it and illuminating her skin. The girl has some dangerous curves and I don’t know how the hell I will last through this whole shoot without touching her. “What have you been eating?” She walks in a circle, inspecting every aspect of her. “You know I try to tell you how one day of cheating can hurt your body. I mean, you are lucky they had a big enough size for you.” My eyes bug out of my head at the nerve of this woman. I can’t believe Sam tolerates her.


    Her mother walks away without a word and I can see the defeat in her eyes. I can’t not say anything. I walk up to her, grasping her chin in between my thumb and forefinger, lifting her head so our eyes meet. I know people might be watching but right now, I don’t care. My only concern is the beautiful girl standing in front of me, looking like she was just crushed. “Don’t listen to a fucking word she says. You look goddamn gorgeous. When you stepped out of that trailer, I stopped fucking breathing.” A tear slips down her cheek and I swipe it away. “Don’t let her get in your head. Go out there and rock that shit, cupcake.” She smiles at me and nods.


    She walks off toward the water and I can’t help but stare at her ass.


    I am in fucking trouble.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Samantha


    


    When my mother tore me down, I thought I might lose it. I wanted to crawl back into the trailer with my tail between my legs and put on a parka. I mean, the bathing suit was a small, I guess no one ever told her zero isn’t a size. She thinks I eat junk food when she isn’t looking, but I couldn’t if I wanted to. Every time I even look at something unhealthy I feel sick. She has engrained in me that I’m already too heavy and that junk food will make me look like a slob. No matter how hard I try with diets and exercise, I can’t make her happy. No matter how many people say how amazing I look, she is convinced that they are just being nice. This year I was ranked number five on the top one hundred sexiest celebrities; you should have heard the list of reasons she gave me for why I didn’t get number one.


    When Hunter witnessed the exchange between us, I was so embarrassed. I never expected him to react or say the things that he did. Before today, I was simply attracted to him; there was a sexual connection. After today, I’m scared to admit that I might want more, which is a scary thought because I know he won’t give that to me. I feel like when he looks at me, he sees the real person. Not the celebrity. Not the girl everyone wants a piece of, but me.


    Having to do a photo shoot in a barely there bikini after being told I’m a heffer, isn’t really an ideal situation but like most things in my life, I just have to grin and bear it. Sometimes I wish that I could do a cute shoot with clothes on. The photographer starts with shots of me standing in front of the ocean and walking along the beach. Next, he has me lay down in the sand. I’m rolling around, letting it fall through my fingers and for a minute, I’m actually having fun.


    “Samantha!” I hear my mother call from a few feet away. “Hold your head up straight! You need to hide the double chin.” My mood plummets, and I think the photog senses it.


    “Okay, next series of shots are going to be in the water. I need you to go out at about mid-thigh level. Fair warning it’s cold, but I need you to push past it. Have fun with it.”


    I nod and take a deep breath. When the first wave hits me, I let out a yelp. My shoulders rise up to my ears and I suck in my stomach in a lame attempt to get away from it. It is like ice water. Well, this should be fun. I get as far as I need to and then turn toward everyone. My eyes land on my mother, modeling poses she thinks my body looks best in. It would feel amazing to make her happy, just once. I am so not in the mood for this anymore.


    I look for the photographer and he is standing right in front of Hunter. He starts to snap shots and I pretend I’m looking at him when the entire time my gaze never leaves Hunter’s. He is standing with his arms crossed in front of him as if he is unfazed, but I can tell different. His gaze drags over me, creating a heat that flows through my body, making the temperature of the water unnoticeable. I begin to move as he is watching. To everyone else I’m posing, but for him I’m putting on a show. I want him to want me. I want him to give into the urges that he is fighting.


    I turn my back to him, looking over my shoulder and running my hand through my hair. I’m using every move I have and I hope he is as affected as I am. I have no idea why I want him to want me. All he has done since I met him is leave me hanging and make me crazy. There is something about him though, something that he hides. I see it in the way he looks at me when he thinks I’m not paying attention. I felt it today when he helped me past my mother’s harsh words.


    Hunter Stone is a mystery that I desperately want to solve.


    “Alright, I think we have it!” The photographer calls out and I walk back toward everyone. I’m met with towels and start shivering immediately. I practically run to the trailer needing to warm up and get changed. My mother follows me and I really wish she would just leave me alone. I already know what’s coming.


    “Okay, so let’s talk about the shoot.” After every photoshoot, appearance, performance she comes to me to talk about what areas I need to improve on. Last night, she couldn’t be bothered to actually stay to speak to me. I got a text with a list of improvements that need to be completed. I think if she ever gave me a compliment I would go into shock. “Your posture and posing need a lot of work. You need to figure out how to work with your body and hide your flaws until you can improve them. Have you been seeing that trainer?”


    “Yes, Mother. Four days a week.” I pull on my shirt and try to push back the tears welling in my eyes.


    “Let’s push it up to six days. You obviously need a more rigorous routine. Also, do not think I didn’t see the exchange between you and that boy. I will fire him in an instant if I even think there is something going on between the two of you. I will not have some middle class nobody drag you down. I’m sure he sees your money and fame as a way to get an easy ride. You need to use your head.” Her voice is so monotone, it’s like she is talking to me about the weather. What would she say if she knew he has already been inside me?


    I pull up my shorts and slip into my heels. “Understood. I need to get to the meet and greet, then ready for the show tonight.”


    I walk out of the trailer with no goodbye, no I love you, purely business as always. I see Hunter over at the lunch station. He is talking to one of the production assistants, and even from this far away, it’s clear that she is interested in him. Who could blame her? Guys like Hunter have this insane magnetism. I shake my head for thinking I could ever have him. He would never be with me and only me when he can have any girl he wants.


    Everyone sees me as this confident person. The girl on the magazine cover, the girl who can walk around in barely anything on stage, the girl who doesn’t need anyone. It’s all lies. None of that is me. I’m the girl who hates to look in the mirror sometimes. The one who wants to hug the wall at parties for fear of everyone judging her. The girl who wishes she had someone in her life who cared. Someone who saw her, and not the person she pretends to be.


    I walk away, not wanting to bother Hunter. I’ll just wait for him in the car. My stomach growls but I ignore it, hearing my mother’s words echo in my head. As I walk to the car, I try to take deep breaths. I need to push the emotions back down. I reach the car and climb in, needing to shut the world out for a few minutes so I can put the mask back on that everyone is used to seeing. I lean my head back against the seat, closing my eyes.


    A knock jolts me out of my state. When I open my eyes, I see a figure in a black sweatshirt, a black bandana covering their face. I scream quickly, pushing the lock down on the door. The figure doesn’t move, but just stands there and even though I can’t see their eyes, I know they are trained on me. When they move toward the front door, I throw myself up there, pushing the button to lock all of them. The person raises their fist, slamming it against the window and I scream. Hunter isn’t that far away but with all the people, the sounds of the ocean, and the windows closed, he can’t hear me. What the hell do I do?


    I look over and Hunter is still standing there, talking to her. I never saved his number in my phone. That’s when I see the button for the moon roof. I press it and as soon as the smallest opening appears, I scream for Hunter. His head immediately turns toward the car and he drops the food in his hand, running toward me. The figure lays a black rose on the hood of the car before running away. I sink to the floor of the car and curl into the fetal position. The walls of the car feel like they are closing in on me. Someone really is trying to hurt me. They came close today.


    Would anyone have noticed?


    Even if they did, nobody would really care.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Six


    Samantha


    


    My anxiety is setting in and everything is muffled. I hear banging, yelling. I think I can pick out Hunter’s voice. I want to open the door. I want to move. I can’t. I’m frozen. My body hurts as an ache radiates through my bones. Tears are streaming down my face but as much as I try, I can’t yell for help. It’s like my brain has stopped communicating with my body.


    When I feel arms wrap around me, I try to struggle at first, pushing them away until I hear his voice. “Sam, you’re safe. I’m here,” he whispers next to my ear, his breath warming a patch on my neck. His touch calms the nerves that are on high alert. My body rests against him and when I look up we are sitting in the car, alone. My hands are gripping his shirt as if I’m holding on for my life. “Calm down.” His hand slowly runs up and down my back.


    The door of the car opens and I see my mother. “Are you done now, Samantha? The paparazzi are eating up this little show you are putting on.” I look at her in disbelief. I can feel Hunter’s muscles tense underneath me. “Joe, get the car out of here now.” The door shuts and I start to cry again.


    I know that she is my mother. I know that she loves me. Sometimes I just wish that she liked me.


    Hunter’s arms tighten around me. He probably thinks I’m pathetic too. The girl who collapses after the littlest thing. The fact that I’m still on top of him like a damn baby doesn’t help either. I move to climb off of him but his hold keeps me in place. I look up into his eyes and am taken aback by the emotion I see behind them.


    “Don’t put up the wall with me. You have every right to be upset.” It’s all he says, and it’s all I need to hear from him. Today has definitely changed my perception of Hunter. Before he was just an asshole that used me, threw me away, and thought I was a toy to be played with. Now he has shown me that he cares, even if it is just a little bit of progress. I feel like if I need him, he will be there for me. I shake my head, realizing how crazy I sound. I don’t matter to him. I’m a job. A paycheck. Just like every other person, man or woman, who has ever put in effort with me, I serve a purpose for him.


    The car stops and I recognize the front of the hotel. “You think you can walk?” I nod my head, slipping on my sunglasses to try to hide my tear stained eyes. The door opens and Hunter takes my hand, leading me past the flashing lights and the heinous remarks being yelled at me. The elevator ride is quiet, and laced with an awkwardness that has never been present before.


    When we get to the room, I walk to the couch and sit down, lying my head against the arm and closing my eyes. Maybe if I wish that today was just a dream, I will get a do over tomorrow.


    “I’m sorry.” He takes a seat next to me.


    I look up at him in confusion. “For what?”


    “I should have been there with you. I can’t believe you aren’t more pissed at me. What happened is my fault. You could have been hurt and I would have been to blame. I’m sorry.” He isn’t looking at me but more just staring out the large window.


    I touch his arm, causing him to look at me. “I don’t blame you. I would still be lost inside myself if you hadn’t been there for me. You were there when I needed someone to care. You have no idea how rare that is for me.”


    His hand skims my cheek, and his eyes soften. His mouth parts slightly, as if he is trying to think of what to say. That’s when the door swings open. Hunter’s hand drops like a kid with his hand caught in the cookie jar.


    “Mr. Stone you are dismissed. Your compensation was sent to your company.” No. She can’t do this. “I expect that you will keep quiet about anything you have encountered, as stated in the NDA you signed.”


    “You can’t be fucking serious.” Hunter stands up. “What is you goddamn problem lady?”


    My mother’s eyes go wide as she looks at him. “My problem is you not doing your job. That and I see the way you look at my daughter. She is not your kind, and as I made clear to you earlier, I will not have you trying to sink your claws into her.”


    Earlier? What happened earlier?


    “Maybe if you opened your eyes, you would see that your daughter went through some traumatic shit today and you treated her like a piece of trash afterwards.” His fists are clenched at his sides as he yells his response.


    “Maybe if you weren’t flirting with that little tart on the production team, none of this would have happened. You obviously can’t be trusted with my daughter’s safety.” The mention of him interacting with that girl has jealousy coursing through my body, but it quickly disappears when my mother continues. “As I said, you’re dismissed.” Her hands fold over her chest as she tries to assert her authority.


    “No.” They both turn my way. “It’s my safety at stake and I want him to stay.”


    “Samantha, you can’t be serious.”


    “I am.” I can tell she is shocked; I have never gone against a decision she has made for me.


    “You need to let me handle this. You are obviously infatuated with him and can’t think straight.”


    Hunter turns to me and seems to assess me before giving me a small smile. Ass. “I am thinking straight and I am saying that he stays.”


    She looks back and forth between the two of us, her disbelief evident. “Have it your way, for now. When he gets you knocked up and you end up in some dingy apartment on welfare, I will tell you I told you so.” She leaves without another word, the door slamming after her. Sometimes her attitude really surprises me. We used to live in a dingy apartment and received aid. I guess that’s all easy to forget once you have money.


    Hunter sits back down next to me. “You okay?”


    I nod my head, taking a deep breath. “I’ve never disagreed with her. I usually just follow her lead and say yes. It actually felt good to say no.”


    He laughs. “Why don’t you go take a bath and relax? Promise I won’t interrupt you this time.” He stands up and walks toward his room, but turns as he reaches the door. “Unless you want me to interrupt you.”


    I throw the pillow at him, hitting his head. “You’re an ass.”


    “Just thought I’d offer. Have fun, cupcake.” He winks at me before disappearing into the room.


    He’s still an asshole, but an asshole with a sweet side.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    Hunter


    


    I’m laying down, trying to push thoughts of Sam out of my head. My usual asshole defense mechanism didn’t work on her. She didn’t care that I was a dick. I can’t be anything close to what she needs, but I also don’t want to quit and leave her here defenseless against her tyrant of a mother. Why she puts up with her is beyond me. I would have kicked that bitch to the curb a long time ago.


    When I heard her scream my name today my stomach dropped. When I looked over and saw whoever that person was by the car, panic set in. I ran as fast as I could, praying that she wasn’t hurt. Looking into the car and seeing her huddled on the floor, I thought I was too late. I banged on the window screaming her name, begging her to open the door. Once I had her in my arms, I realized she was in shock. When I looked back at her in my arms holding onto me for dear life, I no longer saw Sam, it was Amy I was looking at. She was begging me to help her and it killed me that I felt so powerless once again. When Sam’s mother dismissed her situation and then tried to pull that shit in the room, I almost lost it. Whether she is a celebrity or not, she is still a fucking person.


    Being close to her scares me. I can’t put myself in the position to lose someone again. I can’t be left with nothing but guilt and remorse. Losing Amy destroyed me. Knowing how I’m starting to feel about Sam and the fact that she is in danger, is bringing up shit I thought I buried years ago.


    A knock at the door causes me to sit up straight. “Come in.”


    Sam peeks her head in. “Hey, I have to head out to my show soon. Are you ready?”


    “You sure you feel up to it?” I can’t believe she just didn’t cancel it.


    “Yeah, plus I made a commitment and I can’t cancel it.” That comment no doubt came from her mother.


    “Okay, as long as you’re sure. I’ll take you to grab some food before we head over there.” I stand up, putting my sneakers on and grabbing my wallet.


    “I, uh, I actually ate already.” Her teeth grasp her bottom lip and her demeanor changes.


    “When?” I know she hasn’t left the room.


    “I got some room service. Now stop worrying, let’s go.” She lets out a nervous chuckle. As I follow her to the elevator, I think back to the events of the past few days. I don’t remember seeing her eat anything. I need to ask her about this.


    Once we are safely in the car, I turn to her. “Why aren’t you eating? It’s not healthy.” I’m blunt and I can tell she is taken aback by it.


    “What are you talking about, Hunter? I eat.” She looks away from me, another sign that she’s lying to me. I can’t do this shit.


    “No you aren’t. You might be able to fool some people, but I see right through you.”


    She turns back to me, anger evident in her face. “I said I’m eating. Now drop it, and just worry about doing your damn job.” She moves away and turns her back to me.


    “What the fuck ever.” If she doesn’t give a shit, then neither do I. Yes I do. More than I want to.


    We get to the stadium and the parking lot is already almost half full. Sam and I walk wordlessly to her dressing room and I stand outside as she gets ready. My body is tight with tension. I can’t stop stressing out and worrying about her. This is why I don’t get involved with chicks for more than a night. Emotions are fucking worthless. All they do is fuck you up and leave you a goddamn mess.


    The door opens and I turn to see her. She is basically wearing fucking lingerie. Her legs are covered in fishnets stockings, with only what looks like a pair of black leather boy shorts. The only thing covering her tits is a black bra with rhinestones all over it. She squirms under my gaze, letting me know that I still affect her.


    “I don’t know how it takes you so damn long to put on fucking underwear.”


    Her eyes narrow at me. “It’s called a costume, dick.”


    I laugh and lean down to whisper in her ear. “It’s called underwear because you’re supposed to wear it under real fucking clothes. Who’s gonna buy the cow when you flaunt the milk for everyone to see, cupcake?”


    I pull back to see hurt flash across her face. Good. I need her to fucking hate me. If she does, then at least one of us will be making the smart decision to stay away. She opens her mouth to respond, but closes it. Sam pushes past me silently and I follow her. I know I hurt her. I took it too far. On the other hand, if I let this go any farther I’ll still hurt her, but it’ll probably be worse.


    She stands at her spot under the stage as the music starts to play. Her eyes meet mine and I can feel the electricity that she emits flowing through me. She takes a deep breath before the floor starts to rise and the show begins.


    I watch her, mesmerized by the way she moves. I know that I’m starting to have feelings for her and I hate it. Maybe I should just quit. I’ll make sure she gets a good replacement, not one of these untrained assholes. She is so electric when she is on stage, you can tell it’s a place where she feels at home. The true Sam shines through when she is up there and it’s fucking beautiful.


    I start to notice a change. A missed step here, a stumble there. The song ends and she takes a long drink of water. I try to assess her to figure out what is going on but she turns and starts to move to the next track. Maybe I’m just over analyzing shit. She had a rough day, maybe she is just not on her game.


    That’s when it happens. Everything stops as I see her fall. Her body crashes to the floor with a loud bang.


    The crowd quiets.


    The only sound is screaming.


    It’s coming from me.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    Samantha


    


    Everything hurts. I try to open my eyes but fail. There is an incessant beeping that sounds like it’s right next to my ear. Where am I? I try to remember what happened but everything is fuzzy. A pair of hands grab mine and I feel something wet falling against my skin.


    “Please wake up.” The voice sounds distant but I can hear the pain behind it. “You can’t just leave like she did. I won’t let you down. I won’t make the same mistake. Just wake up.” It’s Hunter’s voice. “I saw the signs. I should have been more forceful.” The sadness in his voice gets to me.


    I want to tell him I’m fine. I want to ask him what happened but I start to slip away. His voice fades and I can’t make out what he is saying anymore. I fight to stay awake but it’s useless.


    ***


    “I don’t give a shit what you say. I’m not leaving this damn room until she wakes up.” I hear Hunter again. Anger is prominent in his voice.


    “You are in no position—“


    “I am telling you now lady, you can sit in here with me and shut the fuck up or you can leave. You serve no purpose here anyway. You would probably just make shit worse as usual.” His voice raises and I can’t figure out who he is talking to.


    “She is my daughter, Mr. Stone.” It’s my mother. I can’t believe he is saying those things to her. Hunter is voicing everything I have wanted to for years.


    “Then maybe you should treat her like your daughter instead of like your goddamn dog. She is a person. She matters, if not to you, she does to me.” I matter to him? Since when?


    I hear their voices but once again I am starting to lose myself. I try even harder to stay alert this time. To wake up and find out what the hell is going on. The darkness starts to set in and I curse my inability to pull myself out of it.


    ***


    Everything is quiet. I can feel something heavy on my stomach. I try to open my eyes and am finally successful but I shut them immediately from the harshness of the fluorescent lights. I try once more and blink a few times, shocked at my surroundings. I’m in the hospital. I look down and see an IV in my arm. What happened to me?


    That’s when I see him. Hunter. His head is resting on my stomach, his eyes are closed. He’s sleeping. I remember hearing the things he said. He had been crying, yelling at my mother. I matter to him. I need to figure out what is going on, how I got here.


    His eyes open and meet mine in shock. “Sam? You’re awake?” his voice is laced with exhaustion and relief at the same time. He jumps up, pressing one of the buttons next to me on the bed. “Are you okay? How do you feel? Do you need anything?” He is firing questions at me rapidly and I don’t have any time to respond to any of them before the nurse walks in.


    She smiles at me before glaring at Hunter. “Good morning, Miss Baker. How are you feeling?”


    “Sore and thirsty,” I rasp out.


    “I’ll go get her water,” Hunter states, before running out of the room.


    “That boy has been more of a handful than half of the patients here. He refused to leave this room for anything. Are you okay with him being here?” I smile and nod my head. “We tried to tell him that he couldn’t be in here but my God, he threw a bigger tantrum then any of my children ever had.” I laugh as I think of Hunter throwing a fit when they told him that he had to leave. Hunter comes back in with a cup and hands me the ice water. “Drink that slowly, the doctor will be in soon to talk to you.” She leaves and I look over at Hunter.


    The silence between us in deafening. “What happened? Why am I here?”


    His hands scrub over his face before he sits down in the chair next to my bed. “What do you remember?”


    “I was getting ready for the show…” I try to think of what happened next and that’s when I remember it. What he said. It was like a knife to my heart, hearing him basically call me a slut. It had already been a really crappy day to say the least, and I get enough shit from my mom, that I really didn’t need it from him. I narrow my eyes at him.


    His face drops. “Yeah, about that, I’m fucking sorry Sam. I never should have—“


    “Miss Baker?” I look to the door and see a man who I assume is a doctor. “How are you feeling?”


    “I’m okay.”


    He looks over at Hunter. “I have to ask your permission to discuss your medical condition in front of your guest.”


    Hunter looks over at me and right now, I just want him gone. He hurt me. On the other hand, he has been here with me. The nurse said he never left. He is so hot and cold that it’s confusing me and I have no idea where his head is. I want to tell him to leave. I want to have the doctor make him leave. But I don’t. Right now I need support, I need someone to be here for me. Even though he is an asshole to me fifty percent of the time, I feel like he is the only one I have in my corner. “He can stay.” Hunter’s body seems to relax a bit.


    “Okay, Miss Baker. You need to start taking better care of yourself. This includes eating at least three solid meals, or six small ones. This may be an assumption, but judging from your chart, I think you may be suffering from an eating disorder. Your body is becoming malnourished and you need to understand the severity of these kinds of diseases. Not eating will cause organ failure, or a heart attack and can lead to death. It is no joke, and I know it may be hard given your profession, but you need to make sure that you are getting the things that you need.”


    I look over at Hunter, wishing I had said he couldn’t be in here. An eating disorder? I mean, yeah, I don’t eat a lot. I don’t usually have much of an appetite and when I try to eat, my mother’s words usually echo in my ears. The realization about how unhealthy I have been living sets in. I can feel his eyes on me, watching me.


    “I will be sending in a nutrition counselor to speak with you today.” The doctor continues to talk but I am so lost in my own head that I’m barely paying attention. I hear a door shut and I look up to see the doctor gone and Hunter’s gaze fixed on me. I have no idea what to say to him. I want to curse him out for saying the things he said to me. I want to tell him to leave me alone and not to come back. I want him to hold me and tell me that I will be okay. I want him to be someone I can count on, I need at least one person in my life. The life I live is filled with people around me constantly but none of them are actually in my life. None of them actually give a shit.


    “Sam?” I look up at him and he is sitting next to me. “Talk to me.”


    “Why, so you can throw it in my face the next time you feel bipolar? So that you can pretend that you care and then act like a complete asshole later? I’m good, thanks.” I turn away from him. I want to trust him. I want to let him in. But he is a risk that I can’t take right now. And he’s proven that I can’t let my guard down.


    “I’m not good for you. I know that. I am a fucking asshole, and honestly it’s hard fucking work to keep that shit up. I don’t want to hurt you. I want to help. The problem is, I don’t know if I can help you. I can’t have the past repeat itself.” His head is aimed at the floor, his eyes unwilling to meet mine. I can hear the pain in the strain of his voice. What happened in the past? What does that have to do with me now?


    I’m about to ask him all of this when the door opens once again. The last person I want to see walks in, my mother. “Samantha, has the doctor been in? Did he say what happened? When will they release you? I need to know how many things to reschedule.”


    Hi Mom, I’m feeling okay. The doctor said I have an eating disorder. Love you too. I should be used to it by now but I’m not. I just want her to be my mother, to care. “I don’t know when I will be getting out.” That’s all I say to her. Tears prick my eyes as the words escape my mouth from the struggle of trying to hide my emotions.


    Hunter’s hand grips mine and I look over at him. I know he hates the way she treats me and it’s like he is trying to make up for it.


    “Well, I will just go to the nurse’s station and find out. This is absurd; you are perfectly healthy, everyone suffers from exhaustion.” Before I can reply, she is out the door to go pester the nurses.


    “Why do you put up with her shit?”


    Well, if that isn’t the million dollar question. “I don’t know. I mean, she’s my mother.”


    “Exactly. You’re her daughter Sam, not just a fucking paycheck.” What he says resonates with me more then he knows. My mother and I used to have a good relationship and I miss those days. I don’t trust Hunter with my feelings though. I can’t open up to him, just to be shut down or have it used against me later.


    “Who are you to talk? I’m just a paycheck to you, aren’t I? Oh no wait, I’m also the one night stand. You haven’t treated me any better than her, so how can you sit there and act all high and mighty?”


    I see hurt flash in his eyes before it’s replaced with anger. “You know what? Fuck this.” He stands up and moves toward the door. “If this is what you want, then I’ll leave. Have fun with the hyena.”


    It’s not what I want. I just don’t know how to accept someone actually being here, I’m so used to being alone.


    Before I can protest, he is out the door.


    I’m alone, once again.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    Samantha


    


    The phone rings beside me, making me jump. I’m half asleep, since trying to get any rest in this hospital is basically impossible. Thank God I’m getting discharged today. I see it’s my mother calling and take a deep breath before answering it.


    “Hey, the doctor said I should be out of here within an hour.”


    “That’s good. I’m just calling to let you know I need to take a meeting. I’ll ask Joe to come get you.” I hear the clicking of a keyboard in the background and between that and her detached tone, I know she is only half present in this conversation.


    “You’re really not going to come?” I try to mask the hurt in my voice but I know I don’t do a good job of it.


    “Samantha, don’t be dramatic. You’re a big girl, I’m sure you don’t need me to hold your hand.” I don’t say anything. She just doesn’t get it. She hasn’t gotten it for a while. I need a mother, not a manager. “That’s my other line, I’ll see you later.”


    The phone clicks in my ear and I sink back against the bed. How can she not care? How can she just push me off to the side? It hurts more than it should. I should be used to it by now. How can you get used to the fact that your mother doesn’t love you?


    I think back to what happened with Hunter yesterday. I know that I took my frustration with my mother out on him. He had been here for me. He’d been the only one here. He is just so hot and cold that it scares me. I need someone who will be stable. Now, as I sit here alone, I wish I hadn’t pushed him away.


    As ridiculous as it is, I feel like he can see through the facade I put on for everyone else. When his eyes bore into me, it’s like he can see my soul and it scares the shit out of me. Half of the time he is a decent guy that I could actually see myself being with, the other half of the time I want to kick him in the dick with my heel.


    The door opens and the doctor walks in. “Miss Baker, you’re free to go. I’ve left you discharge instructions and there is some nutrition information in there. Your health is more important than anything else, so please take this incident seriously.” I nod my head. He places the papers on the counter. “Well, you are free to get dressed and then leave. Do you have a ride arranged?”


    “Yes, I have someone coming.”


    “Okay then. Be safe, and have a good day.”


    He walks out of the door and I move to stand up. That’s when I realize I have no clothes here. What am I supposed to wear? I can’t put the costume back on and walk out of here looking like a hooker. The paparazzi will have a field day if I walk out of here in a hospital gown, not to mention that it would be so embarrassing.


    A knock sounds at the door before it opens. Hunter.


    “Hey.” He is carrying a duffel bag and he adjusts the baseball hat he’s wearing with his free hand, almost like he’s nervous. “I heard you were getting out today and I thought you might need some stuff.” He hands me the bag.


    In it there is a change of clothes and a pair of sneakers. I smile at him, appreciating that he came and he brought this stuff. It’s times like these that I could see something happening between us. “Thanks, you’re a life saver.”


    I go into the bathroom and change, also finding a brush in the bag. I try to make something of the nasty bed head I have going on, but it’s no use. I have strands sticking out in every direction. Half of my natural curls are present, mixed with the pin straight hair my stylist insists on. When I walk out, Hunter looks up and bows his head, trying to hide an obvious laugh.


    “What is so funny?” I place my hand on my hips feigning irritation.


    “Your hair, cupcake. It is definitely not photo ready.” He winks at me as he walks over. “Here, this should help tame the nest on your head.” He pulls a hat on my head as my mouth drops open from his comment. “Don’t look so surprised. I know there was a mirror in there.” He laughs again and I can’t help but join him.


    I take the hat off, gather my hair into a makeshift ponytail, threading it though the back of it. As I pull it on, his scent envelopes me and I would be lying if I said I didn’t love it.


    “Alright then, let’s get out of here.” He holds his hand out to me and I can’t help but look at it like it’s a foreign object. He must sense my hesitation because he grabs my hand. “I’ve seen you naked before, cupcake. You can’t be too shy to give me your hand.” He winks at me and I feel a blush spread across my face.


    We walk out of the room and take the elevator downstairs. As we approach the exit, I can see photographers through the glass sliding doors. I stop walking, not wanting to face the insults that they will be throwing my way. Hunter’s hand squeezes mine.


    “You got this. Just hold onto me and keep your head down.”


    I nod and take a deep breath before he pulls me through the door. The lights start to flash and there is yelling coming from all around me. My hand grips Hunter’s as I remember the last time when the crowd got out of hand. We reach the car and I breathe a sigh of relief once the door closes. “So, where are we going?” I ask, as we pull away from the hospital.


    “Well, your mother sent me this long ass list of shit you were supposed to do and places that you were supposed to be, but I told her that you wouldn’t be attending any of them.” My head snaps to the side in shock. “You need to rest Sam, and running around like she had planned isn’t good for you.”


    I can’t believe him. Every time he says or does something like this, it makes me wish for more. I haven’t had someone to confide in for a long time, and I’m starting to feel like maybe Hunter can be that person. “So then, what’s the plan?” I want to say so much more to him. I want to tell him how I’m feeling, and how conflicted I am.


    “The plan is to have fun.” He sits back, threading his fingers behind his head.


    Fun has been a foreign word to me lately. There isn’t time to enjoy anything you do when every minute is scheduled for you. I smile, listening to the music and closing my eyes. This day might be exactly what I need.


    “Sam, we’re here.” I feel Hunter’s hand rubbing up and down my arm as I force my eyes open. “You fell asleep.”


    I did? I hope to God I wasn’t lying there with my mouth wide open, snoring, and drooling. I look around and see a movie theater. He’s taking me to a movie? I smile; I haven’t been to a movie voluntarily and without the pressure of the red carpet in forever. I get to go to premieres but it becomes about what you’re wearing. Making sure to laugh at funny parts so you’re not seen as stiff. Every reaction can be scrutinized by anyone around you. Hunter extends his hand to me again and I take it as we walk into the theater. He bypasses the ticket counter and the attendant scans his phone.


    “What are we seeing?”


    He points to a movie poster above us. When I look up, I almost let out a yelp just from the sight of it. There is distorted face that seems to be screaming in front of a broken down house. I am such a wimp when it comes to scary movies. The last one I watched had me waking up for nights thinking something was coming after me.


    “Think you can handle it?”


    Not wanting to seem like a baby in front of him, I force some courage into my voice. “Hell yeah, I don’t know if you can.”


    I walk toward the theaters but he tugs at my hand, stopping me. “Slow down, cupcake, you’re missing the best part of the movies.” He walks me over to the concession stand. The cashier hands him an enormous tub of popcorn and a large soda. I grab the drink for him and follow him to the theater. Hunter walks toward the back and takes a seat in the very last row. There aren’t many people in the theater and the realization that I’ll be alone in the dark with him for a few hours has my body on high alert. We sit down and fall into an easy conversation. As the previews play, we give them thumbs up or down for what we think. Being with him right now is so easy, it just feels right and normal.


    The eerie music starts to play as the lights dim all the way. Hunter places the popcorn in my lap. The smell of it invades my senses and all I want is to shove enormous handfuls in my mouth like a caveman. I don’t though. It’s like I have this block that every time I reach for food, especially junk food, I hear my mother’s voice. I lean in and whisper to him that I don’t want any. Hunter’s hand holds the back of my neck as he leans in, his lips almost touching my ear. When he speaks, his hot breath spreads goosebumps across my skin. “You’ll eat my popcorn cupcake, or I’ll get on my knees in this theater and eat that sweet pussy. I’m not saying I won’t do it later, but I’m not above making you fall apart in front of these people.” His teeth clamp down on my earlobe slowly, dragging over my skin and creating an immense heat throughout my body. “Be a good girl now, and I’ll treat you real good later.” His fingers skim the bottom of my shorts, dangerously close to the part of me that is begging for him.


    I reach for the popcorn and grab a piece or two. My hand pauses in front of my mouth, it’s like I’m fighting a battle with myself just to eat. His hand doesn’t move, he just continues to trace slow lines across my upper thigh. The need I have for him is building and I can barely concentrate on what is going on. I place the popcorn in my mouth almost moaning at the deliciousness of it.


    “You need it, don’t you? I can tell, Sam.” His hand inches higher and he tugs at the hem of my panties. “Tell me you want it.” Before I can even think, he sinks a finger into me with ease. “Tell me,” he growls in my ear.


    “I want it.” My voice is a breathy, strained whisper full of want.


    He retracts his finger, leaving me greedy for him. It’s dark but I can see the moment when he lifts his finger to his lips, sucking my juices off of it.


    “So fucking sweet,” he whispers in my ear.


    His hands undo the buttons on my shorts and slide my zipper down. I look around and even though there are probably only twenty people in here, I feel like they all know what I’m about to do. His hand dips down my shorts and beneath my panties. I gasp as his fingers enter me, his thumb pressed against my clit. He starts a delicious rhythm; every time his fingers pull out, he presses down on my clit. It’s making me crazy and I writhe in my seat, in desperate need of release. Hunter dips his head down and gently starts to nibble at my neck, increasing the speed at which his is thrusting his fingers in and out of me. His teeth clamp down on my neck and I let out a yelp as my body breaks into a million pieces.


    My head falls back against the seat but immediately pops up when I realize where we are. I look around but no one is turned our way. Someone a few rows ahead of us screams and I realize that I didn’t seem out of place, yelling during this kind of a movie. Did he plan this? I look over at the devil smirking at me and I know he did. I can’t help but laugh to myself.


    His mouth is near my ear again. “Now, eat my popcorn before I bend you over. After watching you fall apart, I’m fucking rock hard and not above doing it.”


    I take a deep breath, trying to get my bearings.


    I look over at Hunter.


    I’m in trouble.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    Hunter


    


    Watching her lose herself almost had me blowing a load in my pants. This girl is so fucking beautiful and sexy and it’s like she has no idea. I can’t stop my hands from tracing every inch of her skin that I can reach. I’m like a fucking addict. I have my drug of choice right in my hand but I can’t indulge, at least not here. I decided last night that I was done pushing her away. I refuse to deny myself what I want anymore.


    The movie ends, not that I watched a damn minute of it. I grab Sam’s hand and lead her out to the car. She’s quiet and I’m not really sure why. Once we get into the car I pull away, heading for our next destination. The radio plays low and Sam still hasn’t said a word. I don’t know what’s up with her, and a part of me doesn’t want to ask in fear that it’s something I did. Once you ask a chick what’s wrong, they dredge up every indiscretion you’ve committed against them since day one.


    I pull into the driveway and Sam looks over at me, seemingly confused. “Where are we?”


    “This is my friend Brian’s house. A bunch of us get together once a month to have dinner and catch up.” I move to get out of the car and she grabs my hand.


    “What are we doing, Hunter?”


    I know what she’s asking but I really don’t want to answer it right now. “We are eating and having some fun.”


    “You know what I mean.” I can see the confusion etched on her face.


    “Can we have this talk later tonight? For right now, let’s just have fun. Give yourself a chance to be normal for a day.” I’ve seen how stressed her career makes her in the few days I’ve been around. I also thought that if she got some normalcy¸ it might make her feel better.


    “Okay.” I can sense some hesitation but I know once we get inside, she will loosen up. I take her hand and lead her into the backyard. The guys are all standing around the grill. I don’t see the girls yet, but I’m sure they are around somewhere.


    Brian sees us coming and gives me a sideways look. I didn’t tell him I was bringing anyone and considering they have never even seen me with a chick in daylight, I’m sure it’s a shock.


    “Well, look what the cat dragged in,” Mason says as he sees me. “It’s about time you made it, slug.”


    Sam turns to face me. “Slug?”


    I rub the back of my neck, not wanting to get into this right now. “It’s nothing.”


    “Aw, come on! You used to wear that title proudly.” Mason turns to Sam. “We call him slug because they are the most sexually active animals, since they have both male and female parts. It’s been a running joke that if Hunter could fuck himself he would never leave his house.”


    Sam bursts out in laughter, along with everyone else in the yard. Real fucking funny. I finally bring a chick around and they have to make me look like an asshole.


    “Well, ya gonna introduce her? Or are we supposed to guess? You do know her name, right?” Brian says, as he is flipping the burgers. Why did I think this shit was a good idea? I really don’t need them laying all my shit bare the first time they meet Sam.


    “Sam, this is Brian, Mason, Jake, and Ryan. Guys, this is Samantha.” I wait for more insults as the guys step up to say hi to her.


    Brian’s fiancé Jules and her friend Lacey come out of the house with huge margarita glasses. Their eyes zero in on the fact that I’m still holding Sam’s hand. “Shut the fuck up,” Jules says before covering her mouth in shock. “I’m sorry. I’ll blame it on the tequila at this point. You know who you are, right?”


    I knew she would be the first one to realize who Sam was. I just hope they can all keep it together.


    “Babe, what are you talking about?” Brian asks as he walks over to her and grabs the glass out of her hand.


    “That’s Samantha Baker. I tried to get tickets to her show a few months ago and they were sold out.” Jules looks back toward me. “Wait a minute. Is she your new client?”


    I nod my head. “When you’re done being a psycho fan, we just want to have a normal relaxing day.”


    “Okay first of all slug, it’s called fangirling.” I hate that fucking nickname now. “Second, I’m totally cool. Sam, do you want a margarita? Lacey is a little heavy handed with the tequila, but they’re delicious.”


    She looks over at me and smiles. “Have fun.” I whisper in her ear, before placing a kiss on her neck. I don’t know what’s gotten into me. I can’t control myself around her. It’s like I want to, no I need to, claim her. I need everyone to see that she is mine. Even if she isn’t, yet. Sam’s body seems to tense a bit before relaxing against me and accepting my form of affection.


    After a minute, Sam follows the girls into the house and when I turn back toward the guys, they are all staring at me. “What? You assholes never seen a woman before?”


    Ryan laughs. “Oh, it’s not that. We’ve just never seen one with you that wasn’t plastic and filled with air.”


    They all start to laugh and I grab a beer out of the cooler. I want to go in to see how Sam is doing but I don’t. When did I become such a fucking pussy?


    The girls come back out a few minutes later and Sam now has one of the fishbowls these girls call glasses. She moves to sit next to me but I pull her so she’s on my lap. I don’t care how it looks. I don’t care if what I’m doing is scaring the shit out of me. I am done holding back. Her ass is lined up almost perfectly with my still hard dick. I want her so bad right now that it fucking hurts. I should have just skipped this stupid ass dinner and taken her back to the hotel. That’s when I hear it. Sam laughing again. I think she has laughed more in the short time we have been here than in all the time I have worked for her.


    We sit around talking with everyone, eating, and Sam has a few more margaritas. When the time comes to leave, I can tell she is definitely a little tipsy. She says goodbye to everyone and then takes my waiting hand.


    “Come on slug,” she says with a giggle before running off to the car.


    I turn back to the guys. “I could fucking kill you for that shit, Ryan.” I run after Sam, finding her in the car already. As we drive back to the hotel, I run my hand up and down her thigh, loving the little moans that escape out of her full parted lips as I get closer to her core.


    Suddenly she sits up, throwing me off. “Why?”


    I glance at her in confusion. “Why what?”


    She releases an exasperated sigh. “Why have you been so nice all day? Why are you pretending like you want me? Why are you letting me believe that you could ever want something with me?” Her voice slurs a bit but they say that alcohol is like a truth serum sometimes.


    “Maybe I do want you.” I don’t know what else to say. I’m not sure I’m at a place where I can really tell her everything.


    “Why? You want to hop on the gravy train before it crashes? You know I don’t have many good years left. I’m already starting to “fill out”, my music is getting shittier and shittier because that’s what’s popular. I have nothing to offer you but money. If that’s what you want, just take it now and save me the heartache.” She is looking out the window so I can’t read her face. I hate that she feels like this. Honestly, I want to kick anyone’s ass that has ever done her wrong. She is an amazing person and doesn’t deserve half of the shit that she gets thrown at her. Then I realize that I was one of those people, maybe even one of the worst, and I feel like shit.


    When we stop at a light, I grasp her chin and turn her head to face me. The sadness and loneliness that haunts her is apparent. “You have so much more than money, Sam. When we get back to the hotel, I will show you that.”


    I can start to feel the change in myself when I’m around her.


    It’s a scary fucking feeling.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    Samantha


    


    “You have so much more than money, Sam. When we get back to the hotel, I will show you that.” His comment resonates deep within me. What the hell is that supposed to mean?


    I want to ask but the tequila is making my head spin and I can’t think clearly. So we sit in silence as we head toward the room. As we get closer, I start to feel like a jerk for lashing out at him. He did so much for me….he finally let me in.


    Seeing him around his friends and dropping that “I’m the asshole King” attitude was nice. I was nervous that they wouldn’t like me, but the way they welcomed me into their group really made me wish I had a circle of people like that in my life.


    He opens the door to the hotel room and I know I should say something to him. Just as I’m about to, he takes the lead and says, “Listen, I know I’ve acted like an asshole, and I’m not going to lie to you and say that it won’t happen again. That’s kind of who I am. There is something about you, Sam. Something that I can’t put my finger on. Something that I can’t stay away from. Something that I need.” He leans down to kiss me and every conscious thought I had in my head floats away. I get lost in him, in the feeling of his kiss. Every inch of my body is screaming for him.


    I jump and pull away from Hunter as a loud slam echoes through the room. My mother is standing in the middle of the room, looking so mad that her head might pop off. “What the hell have you been doing all day, Samantha Baker?! I have been calling you non-stop, then I get word that you are finally back at the hotel and walk into this? I knew you were desperate, but do you really need to sleep with the help?”


    My mouth drops open at her statement. The help? What the hell century are we in? “I’m an adult and I can do whatever I want. You have to stop dismissing him. He isn’t just an employee. He matters to me.” I know I sound like a rebellious teenager.


    “You have a career beyond anything that he could ever dream of.” She looks at Hunter with such disdain. “You need to wise up before you lose everything. Do you really think that he would be with you if you didn’t have everything that you do?”


    I want to answer her and tell her that he would, but I have those doubts myself. Hunter steps toward my mother. “Listen Audrey, I put up with your shit. I have let you talk to your daughter like she is some damn dog. I’m done. Don’t pretend to know me or my motives. You are nothing but a pathetic excuse for a human, who is capitalizing on her daughter’s success. What is it that they say? Those who can’t do, manage?” He gives her a smirk as he stares her down.


    He walks away from her and I hear a bedroom door shut behind me. “I think you need to leave,” I say with much less assertiveness than I would have wanted.


    “If you choose to sink yourself, that’s fine. Don’t come crying to me when you end up alone, pregnant, and even bigger than you are now. You still have responsibilities tomorrow. If you can get yourself out of bed with him, that is.” She gracefully turns and leaves without another word.


    I turn, wanting nothing else but to run into my room and withdraw from everyone and everything. When I do, I see Hunter standing in the doorway. He opens his arms to me and I take advantage and run into them. His hands surround me and I let myself sink against his chest. He begins to walk us backward into the room. When we come to a stop, I look up to see us standing in front of a mirror. I turn away, not wanting to see the weak person I have become.


    Hunter turns my body so my back is flush against his front. “Look at yourself.” I shake my head, a tear slipping down my cheek. His hand grabs my chin, slowly turning my face toward the offending object.


    “I don’t want to.” It comes out as a whisper, just as weak as the person who is saying it.


    “Samantha.” It’s all he says. Silence surrounds us and after a minute or two, I look up at him through the mirror at our reflection. “Look at yourself.”


    My eyes focus on the image in front of me. Hunter’s head is resting on my shoulder, his eyes unwavering. It’s like I can feel them inside of me. Like he can see what I hide from everyone else. His hands slowly move down my sides until they reach the hem of my shirt. When he lifts it over my head, I look toward the floor. No one would ever guess the girl on every magazine cover can’t stand to look at herself.


    All I see when I look in the mirror are flaws. My theory is, if I don’t look, I can pretend they aren’t there. Hunter’s chin scratches at my neck, eliciting a giggle. “Eyes on us, cupcake.”


    I don’t look up immediately and he is quiet until I do. When I look into the mirror, I can feel his hands moving toward my back, unclasping my bra. As it falls to the floor, I’m exposed in more ways then one. Hunter’s hands wrap around me as he pulls me even closer to him.


    “I know you may not see it, but you’re fucking beautiful Sam. Every inch of you is perfect.” His hands trail up until they reach my breasts, cupping them, his fingers gently tugging at my nipples. I moan as he touches me. It feels amazing and having his eyes on me as he does it is exhilarating.


    “I have wanted to touch you since the night I let you go.” His hands tug harder as he rolls my nipples simultaneously. I arch into him, begging him for more. When he freezes I look at him. “Your eyes stay on us or I stop. You are beautiful and I want you to see that. I want you to see what I want to do to you every minute of every day.” I nod in acknowledgement. I groan when he releases my breasts and lowers himself to the floor. His hands grab the waistband of my shorts; he pulls the shorts and my panties down at the same time. As his fingers slowly move down my leg, I break out in goosebumps.


    He rises and stands behind me once more. “Look at yourself, Samantha. You might see flaws, but I don’t. You are gorgeous. There isn’t a part of you that doesn’t drive me crazy. You are perfect the way you are and having a slice of pizza or eating regularly isn’t going to destroy you. I can’t stand that you made yourself sick, and it kills me that I didn’t say something to you when I wanted to.” His hands wrap around me, settling on my chest. He positions his mouth next to my ear and his hot breath shoots warmth through my entire body. “It isn’t just your body, though. I’ve seen the way you stare off into space when you think no one is watching. You might think you hide yourself well, and you do, but I see it. I can see how much your mother hurts you. I can’t tell you how much what she says to you isn’t true. You deserve everything you have, and you have earned it, not her. Don’t let her take that away from you.”


    He walks around me and takes my face in his hands. His eyes never leave mine. “No one should be treated the way she treats you and I just want you to understand that I know I’m an asshole sometimes, but I’m here. You might think you have no one to lean on, but you do. I saw you today with the girls. I saw that brick wall of yours start to crumble. Let people in, you might be surprised at what happens.”


    His hands snake around me, resting on my ass. “I wouldn’t blame you if you told me to go fuck myself but I want you. Not just tonight. Not just for sex. I want you.”


    I’m speechless. Everything he just said to me is what I have yearned to hear. I just wanted to know I was good enough for someone. Everyone always wants more from me. Hearing him say that I don’t need to change is like a dream. Can I do this? Can I make this leap with Hunter?


    “Yes.”


    A smirk graces his face as he pulls me tight against him. “I can’t wait to sink myself deep into you again. Tonight is about you, though. I plan to exhaust your body until the thought of another orgasm seems impossible. I will have you in every way imaginable and I won’t stop until your voice is gone from screaming my name.”


    I gasp as Hunter backs me towards the bed.


    This is a fresh start for us.


    A new journey.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    Samantha


    


    I open my eyes, deliciously sore from the night before. As I stretch, it’s almost as if I can still feel his hands on me. I look beside me to see Hunter still asleep. I’m still shocked by everything he said to me yesterday. After the way he had been acting, I never expected those words to come from him. I stand up needing to go to the bathroom and start getting ready for today’s events.


    I open the door to the bedroom, wincing as I step on something. “Dammit!” I look down to see what I had tread on and I lose my breath. “Hunter!” At my feet is a black rose, next to it a white notecard with the word Soon. written on it.


    “What the fuck?” I bend down but he grabs my arm. “Don’t touch it, there might be fingerprints. Get dressed.” He steps over the flower and I can hear him on the phone.


    Someone was here. Someone was here and neither of us had any idea. We slept through an intruder. He could have killed me, he could have killed Hunter. A chill runs through me as I realize all of the things that could have happened last night. The same person from the beach. The same person who wants to hurt me.


    I get dressed, the entire time not able to look away from it as if it might explode. Who could be doing this? Why? Hunter comes back into the room and seems to be assessing me. “You okay?”


    I take a deep breath, trying to calm my emotions and get a hold of myself. Tears fill my eyes but I keep them from falling. I nod at his question. He takes a few steps toward me and wraps his arms around me. “I won’t let anything happen to you, Sam.” His promise is sincere, I just hope he can keep it.


    “What if you had been in your room? If I were alone, they might have done more than leave something outside the door.” His arms tighten around me. “Why is someone doing this?”


    “I don’t know. But we are damn sure going to find out.”


    The door to the room opens and my mother walks in. She assesses my messy appearance and the fact that Hunter is only wearing a pair of sweatpants. I brace myself for the verbal beating sure to come.


    “Before you say anything, don’t. She has had a rough morning, so if you are going to come in and be your normal hell hound self, then walk right back out the way you came.” His voice is deep and authoritative.


    My mother’s face contorts with anger. “You have an appearance scheduled for eleven, don’t be late.” She walks away without another word. I shouldn’t be surprised. I should expect this from her. It still hurts.


    My phone dings and I walk over to the end table to see what it is.


    Mom: The press knows, they will ask about it in your interview.


    I was hoping we could keep this quiet for longer but with the scene at the beach, I knew it would eventually come out. This situation is the last thing I want to talk about in an interview on a big late night talk show. They shoot around dinner time and then air it but I don’t plan on talking about this in front of millions of people.


    “Sam, the detectives are here.” I nod my head walking toward him. He takes my hand leading me out into the living room. I explain to them at least three separate times what happened and that we didn’t hear anything.


    “Mr. Stone, you’ve been hired to protect Miss Baker?” The detective looks over at Hunter, this is the first time they have addressed him.


    “Yeah, about a week ago.” I grab Hunter’s hand, wanting his support and trying to lend him some of mine.


    “So it would be safe to say if Miss Baker wasn’t in this situation, that you wouldn’t have this job?”


    I feel his body tense beside me. “I don’t know what the fuck you are trying to insinuate, but I don’t have shit to do with what is happening.”


    The detective doesn’t flinch. He continues to grill Hunter about his intentions, his life, and his background. After about an hour, they leave and I breathe a sigh of relief. I look over at Hunter on the couch and I can still see how pissed he is at the questions they asked him. He almost lost it when the detective was going over the information they gathered. He had mentioned that Hunter had a sister, Amy. Before he could say anything else, Hunter had jumped up and told him that he would not talk about her. He seemed so unhinged at the mention of her that I even flinched as he told them in no uncertain words to drop it.


    I want to ask him why. What happened? I know right now isn’t a good time, though. I go into my room and get dressed. I have two photo shoots today and then the talk show appearance. Luckily, all of them will give me an outfit to wear when I get there so it really doesn’t matter what I show up in. However, I know that the paparazzi will be all over me now that the news has broken and the last thing I want to do is give those vultures any ammo.


    I slip on a pair of jeans and a pink button up shirt. When I walk out to see what Hunter is doing, I find him at the window. I touch his shoulder and seem to jolt him out of whatever state he was in.


    “You ready?” No. I want to ask him about Amy. I want to help him through whatever battle he is fighting in his head, but I have a feeling that asking him right now would not end well.


    “As ready as I’ll ever be.” We take the elevator downstairs and I can hear the crowd outside. One of the main things that was nice about yesterday was that I didn’t have to deal with anyone being all over me. Meeting Hunter’s friends yesterday was great. I fell into an easy relationship with them. Jules had talked to me about Hunter and his whore ways. I couldn’t help but laugh and cringe at some of the stories her and Lacey would tell.


    Hunter grabs my hand, leading me through the mob and safely getting me into the car. When he gets in the other side, I smile at him.


    “What?”


    “You’re getting good at this, slug.” I laugh as I repeat the name his friends gave him.


    “Watch it, cupcake. I still have a wild side you have no idea about.” His eyes roam my body and I can feel a blush slowly spreading across my skin. “You need it? You want to forget everything and lose yourself? Tell me what you want, babe?”


    I look toward the front, sending the privacy wall up. “God yes. I want you.”


    He laughs in my ear. “Hmmm, my greedy girl can’t wait till tonight? I’m not going to give you my dick in the back of this car because I don’t have nearly enough room for what I want to do to you.” I groan a sigh of disappointment. When I look over at Hunter, he is no longer next to me. “Over here.”


    I look in front of me and he is crouched on the floor of the SUV. His hands move to the waistband of my jeans, pulling them and my panties down to my ankles. His head is positioned between my legs and he licks his lips as he looks up at me.


    “You better hold onto something, cupcake.” Before I can reply he dips his head, running his tongue along me, parting my lips with it. His fingers enter me as he slowly circles my clit with the tip of his tongue. I rise off the seat but his hand grip my hips, holding me in place. I start to moan, gripping onto the head rest behind me and digging my fingers into the fabric. His tongue begins to dart in and out of me and he circles my clit, pressing down hard intermittently. My legs start to tense up as the orgasm starts to build. My breathing starts to speed up and I scream his name as I fall over the edge into ecstasy.


    Hunter looks up at me, smiling. “Sweet as a fucking cupcake.”


    This man just might be the death of me.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    Hunter


    


    Watching her fall apart in the car after hearing her ask for it has my dick rock hard. This day needs to fly by so I can take her tonight. Telling her what I did last night scared the shit out of me, but after she said yes, my nerves calmed. Until this morning.


    That fucking rose. Whoever the asshole is, I will not let him get to her. When the detective started questioning me, it took everything I had to keep my cool. Once he asked me about Amy, I lost it. I know I should probably talk to Sam about it. I could tell by the look on her face that she wanted to ask me about it. I’m just not ready.


    The fact that someone is after Sam and I have no idea who it is, is making me feel helpless. I can’t let her down the way I did Amy. I can’t lose her too. I have to keep her safe. As we walk from the car into the building, my eyes are scanning the area, making sure that everything is okay. When we get in, someone runs up to us, ushering Sam into the dressing room and leaving me there, feeling lost.


    “Can I help you?” I look to my side to see a brunette in a barely there dress.


    “I’m here with Samantha Baker for her photo shoot. Where should I wait?”


    The girl’s eyes seem to assess me before she gives me a slutty ass smile. “You could always come and hang out in my room. She will probably be a few hours.”


    Real subtle. Normally, I would jump at the chance for a quick hook-up but I told Sam that we would try. “I’m good.” I walk away, not waiting for a response.


    “Hunter.” I turn around to see Sam walking up to me. “You can come back here with us.” She smiles at me, a genuine smile, not the fake kind she usually has plastered on her face. I wrap my arms around her waist and place a kiss on her lips. “What was that for?”


    “I don’t need a reason, cupcake.” I follow her through the door, not looking back to see the random’s response.


    Sam’s first shoot is for a new wine that she has developed. I was shocked when she told me that she had spent the last year trying to get this thing together. I guess I just figured she was the face of the operation like everyone else. They had her in a hot red bikini and drinking her wine by the pool. This shit definitely didn’t help my case of blue balls.


    The second shoot I took her to was for a perfume line. She was dressed as an angel, and she looked so fucking beautiful. When she was done and went back to change, an idea hit me. I got the attention of one of the production assistants. “Hey, can you help me out with something?”


    She nodded and I explained to her what I needed. After laughing, she said she would take care of it. I see the food table set up, realizing that neither of us has eaten all day. I head over, make her a salad and grab myself a burger. When she comes out of the room, I hand the to go container to her. “No arguments, you’re eating it in the car.”


    She leans up on her tip toes and gives me a kiss. “Thank you, babe.”


    The term babe hits me like a brick. That’s an official “boyfriend” term. A panic builds inside of me. A part of me wants to run away. Then I look over at her talking to someone, she is laughing and seems to be happier then I have ever seen her at one of these. I try to get a hold of my nerves, pushing my flight instinct down. The only thing worse than risking getting hurt would be hurting her. She trusted me last night, let me in. I can’t disappoint her.


    The feelings I have for her are developing so fast that I feel like I’m falling without a parachute. Maybe it’s because I haven’t let anyone in for so long. Maybe it’s just her. She creates this crazy kind of madness in me but for some reason it calms me at the same time. Whenever I am with her, it just feels right. I have been trying to figure out what it is that draws me to her but I can’t. Whatever it is, I just hope it doesn’t end in disaster.


    When we get into the car, I’m pleasantly surprised that Sam doesn’t fight me on eating. “Stop looking at me like I’m some exhibit. I told you I would eat it and I will.”


    I laugh. “I guess I expected more rebellion.”


    “I’m not stupid Hunter, and I don’t want to be sick. I think landing in the hospital was my wake up call.”


    I nod my head, eating my burger and thankful that she seems to have gotten the message when the doctor talked to her. Now, if I could only control her crazy ass mother.


    When I think about the way she treats Sam, it makes me sick. The things she says to her are nothing that any human being should have to endure, especially not from a parent. I refuse to listen to that shit anymore. She won’t get away with it while I’m around. I hope at some point Sam can stand up for herself, but until she can, I will.


    We pull up to the TV station and the crowd here is even worse than the one at the hotel. This is the part that scares me. There are so many people around us, that I feel like one mistake and something could happen to her. What if the person doing this is in the crowd? I would never know until it was too late.


    We make it in the building safely and people quickly usher her away and all start talking at the same time. After Sam gets dressed, she comes out of the room and I can tell something is off. “What’s wrong?”


    “I’m just nervous.” She wrings her hands. “Everyone knows about the stalking and now they are going to ask me about it in the interview.”


    “Just breathe. You haven’t done anything wrong. You’re the victim here. Want me to threaten to kick his ass if he does anything shitty?”


    She laughs. “I needed that.” We walk toward the studio hand in hand, when someone steps in front of us.


    “Samantha, I’m Tommy, Mr. Morgan’s assistant.” She shakes his hand and his eyes focus in on our joined hands.


    “Nice to meet you, this is Hunter Stone; he is my security so he’ll be following me backstage.”


    Tommy nods at me and then instructs us to follow him. He shows Sam where to stand and what her cue is to come out on stage, then disappears.


    In a few minutes the music plays, signaling Sam to go out. When the audience sees her they all cheer, and she waves to them as she makes her way to the chair. Her and the host exchange greetings before she sits down. He begins by asking her about the tour, and her music, then it comes up. I feel helpless having to watch it all go down.


    “So, I have to say I was surprised because I haven’t heard anything about this, but do you now have a man in your life?”


    The audience cheers as Sam’s face shows the shock that I’m experiencing. “Who told you that?” she plasters on the fake smile but I can see past it and can tell she is panicking.


    “My assistant actually saw the two of you backstage.” Shit.


    “Um, I guess the cat is out of the bag now.” Everyone starts to clap as she squirms in her seat.


    “He’s your security, right?” A picture of us taken by the paparazzi a couple days ago appears on the screen. We are holding hands and I am helping her into the car. The audience starts to clap again and yell their approval.


    “Uh yeah.” I can tell that all she wants to do is run away.


    The interview awkwardly continues, the topic stays on us for a little while, although Sam doesn’t say much. They never ask about the stalker. I guess breaking this story was better for them. When her interview is over, she all but runs off the stage to me.


    “Get me out of here please.” I don’t say anything, I just lead her back to the dressing room, waiting while she changes. She reappears a few minutes later, her huge sunglasses already on.


    We walk outside and a new slew of questions are being thrown at her. About us, our relationship, my motives. It is really pissing me off and if I didn’t know it was what they wanted, I would punch one of these assholes in the face.


    We head back to the hotel instead of going to dinner, deciding to order room service. Tomorrow we go to a different city for one of her shows, and I can tell what happened tonight really shook her. I’m in the room getting changed when I hear the door open; considering no one else’s rude enough to not knock, I know it must be her mother.


    “Samantha Baker, how could you decide to reveal this infatuation to millions of people? Do you realize how irresponsible that was?”


    “It’s not like I had a choice, Mom. His assistant saw us backstage.”


    “And whose fault is that? You know I bet that’s what he wanted.” She points her finger at me accusingly. “Being with you wasn’t enough, he needed a slice of your celebrity. What have I always told you? No one will ever be there for you except me. Remember that.” I move to go out there and defend her, but as I emerge, the door is already slamming shut.


    Sam has her head in her hands. A knock at the door draws my attention away from her. I tip the room service attendant and roll the cart into the room. We eat in almost silence and I can tell how badly her mother gets to her. She wants her approval so badly.


    I walk into the room after eating and put my earlier plan into action.


    This could go one of two ways.


    She’ll either hate it or love it.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    Samantha


    


    “Sam!” I hear Hunter call me. “Come here for a minute.”


    I stand up, moving even though all I want to do is lie down on the couch and feel sorry for myself. When I open the door to the bedroom, my mouth drops open. Hunter is standing next to the bed in a fireman’s outfit sans shirt. The dark pants hang low on his hips, showing off the delicious V he has, and the red suspenders hug his huge chest. I’m frozen. He looks fucking hot.


    “Excuse me ma’am, but I heard there was a fire that needed to be put out…in your pants.” He winks and I can’t help the laugh that escapes.


    “Where did you get this?” I say as I walk closer to him, shaking my head.


    “You’re not the only one who wanted to play dress up today.” I smile, realizing how quickly he was able to change my mood. His hand grabs mine, yanking me against him. “Those clothes are a fire hazard and they need to be removed right away.”


    “Yes sir.” I move away from him to get undressed, then lay down on the bed.


    “I seemed to have found the source of the fire, Miss Baker.” When I look at him, embarrassment takes over. He is holding my vibrator. Holy shit. What is he doing with that?!


    Hunter slowly slides the suspenders off his shoulders and unbuttons the pants, causing them to fall to the floor. Oh my God. He wasn’t wearing anything under them and he is already hard. I didn’t get a good look at it the one night we were together and the size of it has me a little intimidated.


    “Now I know before me, you used this to get off. I want to see it.” What? “Show me how you get yourself off.” He can’t be serious. When I hear the low buzz, I know he is. “Now, we are going to do this and then I’m going to fuck you so hard you’ll feel me for days.” He bends down so his mouth is right next to my ear, placing the vibrator in my hand. “Show me how you make yourself come, and suck my dick while you’re doing it.” His deep voice reverberates through me and my eyes widen at his last statement.


    I turn my head to the side, as he stands up next to the bed, and then I slowly move the vibrator down my body. I start to move it up and down my pussy, grazing quickly over my clit before inserting it into me and groaning. Hunter takes advantage of my open mouth, slipping into it slowly, pumping in and out. He leans down a little, his hand finding my clit, stimulating it while I work the vibrator. In and out. In and out.


    I twirl my tongue around the tip of his dick, causing him to let out what I can only describe as a growl. I can feel myself starting to build and moan as I get closer. Hunter’s speed picks up and it’s so erotic getting each other off at the same time.


    I scream as my orgasm hits me and he pulls out of my mouth. Before I can regain my composure, he lifts me off the bed, bending me over it. His hand comes down, smacking my ass, and I yelp. “Baby, I have been wanting this since the first time I had you. I will not be gentle.”


    I’m about to respond when he sinks himself into me and I cry out. “Fuck!” I panic at first, thinking we aren’t protected when I feel the condom. How fast does he move?


    “Let me hear you, Sam. I want to know how it feels. Scream for me.” He starts wildly fucking me, moving in and out so quickly, and so hard, using my hips to slam me into him with even more force.


    “Shit! God Hunter!” His hand comes down on my ass again, before I hear a buzzing in the background. Hunter stills and I take the opportunity to catch my breath.


    “I wanted to have you like this for longer after having my dick in your sexy as sin mouth. Watching you fall apart and being in your tight pussy, I need to come. You better hold onto something.”


    His hand reaches around and holds the vibrator directly on my clit, before he starts pumping into me again. My entire body tenses from the stimulation.


    “Shit, you’re squeezing me so fucking tight.”


    I fist the sheets as the combination of Hunter and the vibrator makes me feel like I am shattering into a million pieces. I scream his name at the same time that he groans his release. We collapse onto the bed, both of us out of breath.


    Hunter stands up and returns with a towel, gently cleaning me as I’m still floating in my euphoric state. When he comes back, he pulls me against him, our bodies flush with each other. “After that, I don’t know that I won’t want to have you every second of the day.”


    “After that, I don’t know that I won’t want you to.”


    We both laugh and just enjoy the peacefulness of being in bed with each other. I wake up tucked under the covers, realizing I must have fallen asleep after we had sex. Hunter isn’t in bed anymore so I get up, wrapping a sheet around me and go look for him. I find him at the window again. When I come up beside him, I see a picture of a girl in his hand.


    “Is that Amy?” He jumps at the sound of my voice. He stuffs the picture back into his wallet but still doesn’t respond. “If you aren’t ready to tell me I understand, just know that I’m here.” I start to walk away when I hear his voice.


    “She was my sister and she was beautiful. I don’t know how we all missed what was going on with her. We just didn’t see it. She collapsed one day at school during my senior year. She was a freshman and a bunch of my friends ran to get me. The five minutes it took the paramedics to get there were the longest of my life. She was anorexic. She was fifteen pounds underweight. Amy had always been skinny and I guess none of us had ever thought twice about it. She went through rehab and seemed to be doing great when it was time for me to leave for college. I promised we would talk every day and that I would come home whenever I could.”


    He pushes off of the window and goes to sit down on the couch. I follow him, sitting down next to him but trying to give him his space.


    “My mom called me about two months later. I had gotten busy with school and hadn’t talked to them as much as I had planned. She was hysterical. She went to wake Amy up for school and couldn’t. The doctors said had a heart attack and she passed away in her sleep. My mom had thought she had been eating but she was hiding the food under her bed. My mom blamed herself but she was working two jobs just to be able to provide for both of us. I promised Amy I would be there for her. It was my job to protect her, to be there for her and I failed her. I could have saved her but I was selfish.” I look over at his face to see a tear rolling down his cheek.


    “That was when I decided not to let anyone in. Being alone was better than letting someone down.” His head hangs and his eyes focus on the floor.


    Seeing him like this is breaking my heart. I stand up and sit down on his lap, facing him. He leans back against the couch, his hands resting at my sides. “You were not to blame, Hunter. She was sick. Whether you were there or not, it wouldn’t have made a difference. You can’t beat yourself up for living your life. Amy wouldn’t have wanted you to do that. She definitely wouldn’t want you closing yourself off from everyone.” That’s when the realization hits me. “This is why you seemed so mad at me in the hospital.”


    “Yeah, I can’t go through that again, Sam. I can’t let you get hurt. I can’t lose you.”


    I wrap Hunter in my arms, placing a small kiss on his cheek and laying my head on his chest.


    Now it all makes sense.


    He isn’t the asshole he pretended to be.


    He’s damaged.


    Just like me.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    Samantha


    


    It’s been almost a month since Hunter opened up to me, since we decided that we wanted to try to make something out of this, and it’s been amazing. I have never had someone like Hunter in my life. He is always by my side, he’s my rock. I know that if everything is going shitty, that he will still be there. I used to laugh at the people that would fool themselves into thinking they could fall in love with someone in an instant, now I’m one of them. I love Hunter Stone.


    I wouldn’t dare tell him this because I’m pretty sure he would go running for the hills. His cocky attitude is still there, but so is an amazing guy that I can’t get enough of. My mother has been in rare form since she found out about us, and by rare form I mean on a fucking war path. Hunter is always telling me that I just need to cut her out of my life but I can’t. She’s the only family that I have and as useless as it may be, I’m clinging to her hoping she will find a way to love me.


    We have gotten a few more of the black roses and with each one, the fear builds inside of me. I can tell it’s putting a strain on Hunter too. He is absolutely petrified that something will happen to me. The other day at the airport, he made me go into the family restroom with him so that I wasn’t alone in the bathroom. While his intentions are honorable, his hovering is driving me crazy. I downplay my fear a lot for him because he is panicking enough for the both of us. I feel like wherever I go, someone is watching, waiting. It’s completely unnerving and stressful.


    The tour is almost over and I couldn’t be more thankful. I love being able to be on stage and perform but I am absolutely exhausted. Plus, once the tour is over and I go home, the interaction with my mother will decrease and all of us will be better off. Hunter thinks I’m coming home with him at the end of all this but he is greatly mistaken. We don’t have a show tonight and are only a couple of hours from his friend Brian’s house; apparently there is a barbecue today and Hunter wants me to come with him.


    Even though I met his friends before, it’s still unnerving to try to get ready and go over there. The first time Hunter and I weren’t really an item; I guess I just feel like I need their approval. I want them to like me because of how much I love him. Brian told Hunter that it was warm enough and they planned to go in the pool. When I grabbed my bathing suit, I thought he was going to have a heart attack. I mean, you would have thought that the man had never seen a bikini before. I won the battle because I didn’t own any suits that weren’t two pieces and I refused to go buy a one piece. I grab a sundress from my suitcase, slipping it on over the bathing suit.


    When I walk out of the room, Hunter is sitting on the couch. He is wearing a navy t-shirt that hugs his arms, showing off the sculpted muscles he has. He also has on a black swim trunks with a white stripe down the side. “I’m ready,” I say with a smile in his direction.


    “I’m not.” He grabs my hand, as he sulks out of the room like a child heading to timeout.


    The ride isn’t bad, mainly because I end up taking a nap. The traveling, performing, and other media obligations have really taken a toll on me. Hunter wakes me by gently rubbing my arm. I look up to see the house and stretch, trying to bring feeling back to my limbs. We walk straight into the backyard and find everyone hanging out on the porch.


    “Sam!” Jules shouts, as she runs over to me. She is holding a margarita glass in her hand and I can’t help but laugh. “Hunter, I am taking Sam on a trip to Margaritaville, see you in a little.”


    “Damn Jules, you know it’s only like one o’clock in the afternoon, right?” He laughs as I’m dragged away from him.


    “What’s your point? After dealing with you, I’m sure she needs like five of these.” She winks at him before we head into the house in a fit of giggles. I take a seat at her kitchen counter while she makes her way over to the blender. “So girl spill, how’s it been with the slug?”


    I laugh at the nickname and how much Hunter says he hates it. “You know I called him that a few days ago and I thought his head might pop off.”


    She shakes her head as her friend Lacey walks in from the front of the house. “How did I know not to even bother with the backyard, but my first instinct was to check the kitchen?”


    “Because you’re my soul sista, and you know I like to let loose given the occasion.”


    “What’s the occasion?” I ask, hoping that it isn’t anyone’s birthday and I don’t look like a jerk for not knowing.


    Lacey and Jules look at each other. “Um, it’s Saturday,” They both say, laughing at their identical response.


    I really like these girls. Growing up in the business I did, it was hard to find friends that weren’t in it to get something from you.


    “Nice distraction Sam, but I still want to know how our favorite man whore is doing.”


    Jules passes me a margarita as her and Lacey take their seats across from me. I take a sip of the drink, needing the liquid courage. “It’s actually been going great. He is so amazing.” It isn’t lost on me that I sound like a love struck teenager gushing about her crush. I haven’t had anyone to talk to about Hunter and I’m taking advantage. “He is always by my side and he does the most thoughtful things for me. The other night I had a really rough day and when we got back to the room, I immediately jumped in the shower. I came out and he had candles lit all over the room. He spent almost an hour giving me a massage with the oil he had bought. It was so incredible. He has opened up to me and I’ve told him things I never tell anyone. I’ve never known anyone like him.” They are both staring at me, mouths hanging open. “What?”


    “Holy shit. I can’t believe the slug is in love,” Lacey blurts out.


    Jules nods her head in agreement. “Never thought I would see the day. Honestly, I thought his dick would fall off before he stopped sleeping with randoms.” I grimace at the mention of him having sex with other girls. I’m more than aware of his past sexcapades but hearing and talking about them is not something I want. “Shit, sorry. I’m already a margarita deep and my common sense is the first thing to go.”


    “It’s okay. I don’t think he loves me, though. It’s too soon.” I try to cover up the disappointment in my voice as I say he doesn’t share my feelings.


    “Girl, Brian and I knew each other for a week before I knew he was it for me. We faced obstacles, and were apart for years, but none of it mattered. Love isn’t something that works on a clock. It’s either there or it isn’t. You can’t force it, you can’t wish it, you can only feel it. Once you do, it will take a hold of you and never let go.”


    I try to absorb what she is saying. I know how I feel about Hunter but I can’t let myself think he loves me until I hear it from him. It will only get my hopes up. I nod my head, taking another long drink of my margarita.


    “What about you Lacey?” She looks over at me before rolling her eyes.


    “No thank you in that department. Divorce will make you a bitter bitch. After my asshole ex, I would rather just maintain a relationship with my BOB.” We all erupt in laughter.


    Brian walks into the kitchen. “You girls going to hide in here all day or you going to join the rest of us?”


    Jules walks over and gives him a hug. Lacey leans in close to me. “Let’s get out of here before they start…doing that.” I look over and they are now making out hardcore. Lacey and I head outside, giggling.


    I walk out to see Hunter standing in the yard with the other boys. I smile as I take in how relaxed and happy he looks.


    “Oh Jesus,” I hear Lacey groan next to me.


    I look at her in confusion. “What?”


    “You love him.”


    I can feel a blush spread up my cheeks as Hunter walks toward me.


    He wraps his hands around my waist and pulls me close to him. “Hey, beautiful.”


    My body starts to hum with a need for him. As I lean into him, I look over at Lacey.


    She takes another sip of her margarita. “Lord help us all.”


    I laugh as Lacey walks toward the other guys.


    “What’s so funny?”


    “Just an inside joke, slug.” I wink at him and his grip tightens on me.


    He lowers his mouth to my ear, “Call me that again and I’ll go so slow tonight you will be begging me to make you come for hours with no release.”


    A chill runs through me as I look up into his hooded eyes. They are full of promise and passion. I bite my lower lip in nervousness. Hunter’s head dips down, grasping the same lip in his teeth and he pulls back, freeing it from my grasp.


    “I want you to be thinking of me the whole time we are here. Your legs weak with the anticipation of what I’m going to do to your body. I want you to be so ready for me when we get back that the smallest touch from me will send you over the edge.”


    I hate how just his words can get me so worked up. I’m already wet and ready for him and we just got here. We hang out for a few more minutes as I try to pretend my insides aren’t on fire.


    “Pool time!” I look over and Jules has emerged from the house, with some definite sex hair. At least someone got some. Hunter’s eyes darken at her announcement.


    I grip the hem of my sundress and lift it over my body, revealing my bikini.


    Hunter reaches out for me but I dodge him, running and jumping into the pool.


    Two can play at this whole teasing game.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    Hunter


    


    When she takes off her dress, all I want to do is take her inside and slap a poncho over her. I reach out to grab her but she dodges me and makes a run for the pool. I hate that damn bikini. When she emerges from the water she smiles at me, her arms resting against the side of the pool. I see. She wants to play. What she doesn’t know is that I will always win.


    “Yeah, Sam!” Jules yells before her and Lacey jump into the pool.


    “She’s got you all twisted, brother.” Ryan comes up next to me. He doesn’t pose it as a question.


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


    “I’m talking about the fact that you look like you’re about to kill any of us for even looking at her.” He laughs. “It’s okay to not be an asshole, dude.” As he walks toward the pool, he starts to talk to Sam and even though we have been friends for years, the protective instinct in me spikes. Ryan crouches down closer to Sam and then looks back at me and winks. Motherfucker is gonna get it.


    I walk up behind my so-called friend, intending to give him a nudge into the water. I should have known better though, because Ryan was always the one who would be our ace in the hole at the capture the flag games we used to play. He has supersonic hearing or some shit. It was like he could hear people or sense them from a mile away. As I’m almost at him, he quickly turns and pulls me past his side, landing me in the water.


    As I surface, everyone is laughing, including Sam. I swim up behind her. “That funny, cupcake?” I grind myself into her barely covered ass and cease all laughs.


    Ryan walks away shaking his head. Sam and I are the only ones in the pool right now, since the girls went to make more drinks, and she is still holding onto to the wall in front of her. My hand moves around to the front, cupping her. “You want to tease me?” my fingers slip under the flimsy material, stroking her center. “This is mine. I can have it whenever and wherever I want. I think maybe you forgot that.”


    I insert two of my fingers into her. “Hunter.” It comes out as a moan and only urges me on. “You can’t do this here.”


    “See, that’s where you’re wrong baby. I told you whenever and wherever I want.” Her body relaxes against mine except for her hands, which are still gripping the wall. “Now, no one is watching so you need to be quiet. If you let them see your face when you come then I’ll have to punish you later.” I pinch her ass with my other hand.


    I work my fingers in and out of her pussy slowly, running them up to her clit each time until I feel her squeeze me, her hands clutching the wall, and a strangled moan coming from her mouth. She slowly turns to face me, her arms wrapping around my neck.


    “I can’t believe you just did that here,” she whispers. Her face is still red and she looks completely sated.


    I can’t lie and say it doesn’t make me feel good that I can make her fall apart like this. I give her a quick kiss before getting out of the pool leaving her there to collect herself. The rest of the afternoon goes by without any more incidents. I love how well she fits in with my friends, especially since we are so close they may as well be family. She looks beautiful on stage and at every photo shoot I take her to, but I have never seen her look more gorgeous then she does when she thinks no one is watching.


    Sam is standing in the yard talking to Jules and Lacey, her hair thrown up into a messy bun and her sundress clinging to her still wet body. I can’t take my eyes off of her.


    “You too?” Mason walks up next to me. He has always been the most closed off out of all of us. I barely even see him with one night stands. “Between you and Brian, I am losing brothers left and right.”


    I shake my head at him. “You aren’t losing anyone, Mase. Sometimes when you least expect it you run into someone who turns your whole life upside down.”


    I look over at him. “Fuck that shit.” He takes a swig of his beer before walking over to where Ryan and Jake are.


    Sam walks up to me, leaning her head against my arm. “You tired?” She nods her head and I can’t help but laugh. We say goodbye to everyone before walking around the front to the car. Sam stops abruptly, causing me to crash into her. “Hey, what’s up?” I look up and that’s when I see it on the hood of the car. A black rose. I walk past Sam toward the car as her hands grasp my arm tightly, begging me to stay close to her.


    “Stay right here, babe.”


    “No, just call the police, Hunter.” She is pleading with me but I can also see a note and I have to know what it says.


    I hand her my phone. “Call the detective. His number is saved in there.” She nods her head and I walk toward the car. It’s a piece of white paper, the same as before with black writing on it.


    He can’t protect you.


    My blood runs cold as the message sinks in. He was here? How did he find us here? He’s wrong I can protect her, and I will.


    “Oh my God!” Sam yells from behind me. I hadn’t even heard her walking toward me.


    I turn to her, grasping her face in my hands. “Listen to me. No one will touch you. I promise you that. You’re safe. I’ll make sure of it.”


    She collapses against my chest and cries. After a few minutes, a car pulls up and the detective walks up. “Mr. Stone, we meet again. Isn’t it funny how these things keep happening when you’re around?”


    “I’m her security. I’m always around.” I am trying to keep calm but I can’t stand that all this asshole wants to do is point fingers at me.


    “I didn’t know she was working today. Seems like an odd place for a job, don’t you think?” He is assessing the flower now, taking a picture and then placing it in a clear Ziploc bag.


    “How about you just do your fucking job and stop worrying about me and mine.”


    The detective comes closer, his face only inches from mine as I angle Sam away from him. “I have a feeling that those two things are intertwining and I’m going to prove it.”


    I want to smash his fucking face in but I hold onto the little restraint I have left. He begins to ask us questions about why we are here, what we were doing, and how we found the rose. Sam is visibly shaken and detective dickhead isn’t making this shit any easier.


    “I think that’s enough for now.” I grab Sam’s hand and lead her toward my car. I can hear the asshole objecting but I just don’t give a shit. Sam is quiet the entire ride back to my house. It’s the first time she is coming here and I hate that it’s tainted by the psycho who is obsessed with her. I try to pretend like it doesn’t affect me when this shit happens but I’m scared.


    Scared something will happen to her.


    Scared I won’t be able to save her.


    Scared that I’ll lose her.


    I turn the car off once we are in my driveway. When I walk around to get Sam, she looks up at me. She looks broken. I slip my arm under her legs and the other around her back, lifting her out of the car. As I slowly walk up the steps, I place a kiss on her forehead. Once inside, I carry her upstairs to the bedroom. I can tell she is exhausted from everything and I think what she needs right now more than anything is some rest. I lay her down on the bed and she pulls the blankets up to her face. I sit there with her, providing the support and comfort I know she needs.


    After a few minutes, she falls asleep and I walk over to the bathroom. I need a shower to wash this day and the memory of that damn rose away. That damn detective is probably too focused on me to even look at anyone else. The guy could be hiding right under our noses and he wouldn’t give a shit. I don’t get what the hell I did to land on his radar but its bullshit.


    I step into the glass shower, letting the hot water run over me. My hands are pressed against the wall in front of me. I can’t believe this girl has crawled under my skin in such a short amount of time. I never imagined when I chose her that night that we would be where we are now. She consumes my every thought, my every decision. Love was not something I ever considered. It was nothing that I wanted. I still don’t know if it is.


    When I open my eyes I jump; Sam is standing right in front of me, naked. Her arms wrap around my middle like she is holding on for her life.


    “I woke up and you were gone.”


    I take a deep breath and hold her close to me. “I’m here.” We stand there like that for the longest time before I loosen my grip, grabbing the soap and slowly rubbing circles of it on her back. Once I’m done, I pull away from her and continue my path. I wash every single inch of her; the entire time she doesn’t let go of me.


    When I’m done, I look into her eyes. “I will take care of you, Samantha Baker. I will protect you with my life. You are mine and no one will come near you.”


    She leans up and kisses me, pouring her need into me. Letting me know what she wants from me. I pull away from her, not wanting to push her. Not knowing if she can handle this right now.


    “Make love to me, Hunter.”


    I still. Make love to her.


    Every instinct in me wants to run.


    The weight of her words seems to be crushing me.


    Love.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    Samantha


    


    I need him right now. I need him to calm all the fears running through me. I need him to tell me that it will be okay. I need him to love me the way that I love him.


    I can see the fight or flight instinct all over him. He is deciding on whether or not to run, to leave me here. I don’t know what I would do if he did. I’m sure my mother has heard by now; do you think she would call? Nope.


    Hunter reaches around me, turning off the water. I want to question him but I don’t. I’m hesitant to say anything. I feel like I might have scared him off with my request. He steps out of the shower and returns with a towel. He runs it over my body, drying all of the excess water without a sound. He throws the towel on the floor before turning back toward me.


    I search his eyes for some clue to what he is feeling, what his plans are. But I find nothing. I want to run out of the room and hide from embarrassment. Hunter wraps his arms around me, lifting me up and I instinctively wrap my legs around him. We walk silently out of the bathroom until we are standing in front of the bed. I run my hand through his hair, trying to provide reassurance for him that I’m not going anywhere. That he won’t lose me. His mouth presses against mine as he lowers me to the bed.


    “Samantha Baker, the way you make me feel scares the shit out of me. It makes me want to run. I have told myself for years that I wouldn’t let anyone in, that no one was worth the pain of possibly losing someone I loved again. You proved me wrong. You are worth it.” He pauses and I feel like he wants to say it.


    “I love you, Hunter Stone.”


    His eyes widen at my admission and his body once again stills. I hope my confession wasn’t a mistake, that I won’t regret what I just said to him. I break our eye contact, hoping to mask the hurt that is lingering beneath the surface. He lowers himself to me, kissing me with such intensity that it takes my breath away. When he pushes inside of me, I gasp. He moves slowly in and out of me. His eyes focus on mine and seem to say everything that he can’t. I can see the love in his eyes. I can feel it in the way that he is with me right now.


    Hunter may not be ready to tell me he loves me.


    Right now, he is showing me.


    ***


    I wake up in the morning and for a minute, panic at my unfamiliar surroundings. When I remember coming to Hunter’s house I relax. He isn’t next to me anymore. After we made love last night, he held me in his arms until I fell asleep. He hadn’t said a word after I told him I loved him. I would be lying if I said it didn’t hurt, and that I wasn’t disappointed. His actions showed me how he felt but I wanted to hear it. Sometimes I think that maybe we just have a physical connection, maybe there is nothing more to it. That’s when I remember all the times he has been there for me without the promise of sex. The way he has comforted my fears and insecurities.


    I grab one of his shirts from his drawer and slip it on, then go in search of him. I find him in the kitchen making a fresh cup of coffee and doing something on the computer. “Hey.” That’s all I could come up with. I don’t know how his demeanor will be. If last night changed things.


    He looks up at me and smiles before walking around the counter. His arms wrap around me and I lean against him, enjoying this simple moment in my chaotic life. Then the doorbell rings. It was nice while it lasted.


    “I’ll go get it,” he says before walking out of the kitchen. “Sam, it was Joe and he said you have a meeting in an hour.” I groan, not wanting to deal with life today. The meeting is with my entire team and I’m sure the stalker and Hunter will be the main topics of discussion.


    “Okay. I’ll go get ready.”


    We make our way to the meeting and I’m nervous. I really don’t feel like defending my relationship or rehashing the craziness that my life has turned into. Hunter’s hand is in mine and I feel like he can sense my uneasiness. We pull up to the building and take the elevator up to my label’s floor. Sitting around the meeting table are my mother, my publicist, my producers, and my record label rep. Every eye is trained on Hunter and me as we sit down. I feel like a damn zoo exhibit.


    The meeting starts off with the normal plan of action for the next few months, highlighting big appearances and commitments. I have an award show to attend, which should be fun. I requested a week off when my tour ends to wind down, but hearing the rep rattle off places to be, it doesn’t seem like that is in the plans. This is ridiculous. I work hard and if I want a few days to myself, then that shouldn’t be a damn problem.


    “Excuse me, can I interrupt for a moment? After the last show, I am taking a few days off. I see that there are a couple of things scheduled but I won’t be able to fulfill those obligations.”


    Everyone’s heads snap up. “Samantha, don’t be silly.” My mother would be the first to chime in. “The best thing for you right now is to stay in the media. You need to have people writing about you, talking about you. If you take time off, they will likely forget you even mattered.” Ouch. Thanks for the vote of confidence, Mom.


    “I don’t want a month or anything long. Just a few days. I’m sure my image would survive that.” I say it with a tone that lets them know I am not discussing it any further. I would have never had the nerve to do this before Hunter came along. I always just did what I was told and didn’t resist in the least. He has shown me that it’s okay to have a say in my own life.


    “Okay, let’s move on.” My publicist Erin looks over at me. “I have been fielding questions about the two of you since you did Morgan’s talk show. I need to start answering some of those questions or people will just start making answers up. It’s been a month and I have avoided asking you, but now is the time.”


    I knew this was coming. What do I say? Everyone is staring at me, waiting for an answer. Hunter’s hand rests on my thigh in support. “We are together. I don’t know what more you need.”


    “I need to know if there are any skeletons I have to worry about popping up.” Her eyes narrow at Hunter in question.


    “I have a bunch of skeletons, honestly. Some wear hats, others you can pose whatever way you want. The trick-or-treaters love them.” No one laughs. The entire room is silent.


    Awkward. I don’t even know what to say to break the deafening silence.


    “Okay, Jesus. I don’t have anything to hide.” I hear him exhale loudly and I know that he hates dealing with this stuff. I do too but it comes with the territory.


    “Okay, moving on again. Samantha, the press knows someone is leaving you notes and such. I have a few different offers for exclusives. Do you have a preference for who we go with?”


    “What do you mean exclusives? What do they want?”


    She sighs as if I am bothering her. “They want an exclusive interview with you. No limits. You and a reporter talking about the terror you are living.” Well, that just sounds delightful.


    “I don’t want to do that. Obviously they know and they can write about it, but it isn’t even over yet. I don’t want to share with the world that I am terrified of this monster.” This is a complete invasion of privacy by the people who are supposed to be looking out for my best interest. People that I am supposed to be able to trust. More and more lately I feel like the only person I can rely on is Hunter, which is crazy because he has known me the least amount of time.


    “Samantha, you should really reconsider. I mean, at least look at the offers. People is offering two million for the story and a tour of your house with the two of you.” Two million dollars? That is insane.


    “Erin, she will do it. I think maybe she is just a bit cranky today.” My mother gives one of her fake caring smiles.


    Cranky? What am I a toddler? “No. This is not up for discussion. I am not willing to do an interview about this right now. Maybe once it’s over, but not while it is still going on.” I cross my arms across my chest, trying to make it clear that I have taken a stand and do not intend to back down.


    “Samantha, by the time it’s over people may not care anymore. You need as much exposure as you can get.” Her eyes bore into me and I search them for a shred of the mother I had before she became a manager. I can still remember the second I saw the change start.


    “Good luck baby. I’m sure you will do great. I love you.” My mom gives me a quick kiss on the forehead before I walk into the audition room. It’s my first audition since I finished all of my classes that Mom paid for and I’m super nervous.


    “My name is Samantha Baker and I’m nine years old.” I run through my monologue, stumbling a few times out of nervousness. I just want to do well. I want to be able to get a job to help Mom with the bills. I know my classes were expensive but she worked extra hours to pay for them because she loves me.


    I exit the room and they call my mom in. She is my manager because she loves me and knows I can make it. I always wanted to sing but acting is a good way to get your foot in the door. When I see her come out of the room, she looks upset. I didn’t get it. She sits next to me in the chair.


    “We need to start taking things more seriously, Samantha. No more running around outside with those animals you call friends. We need to practice, practice, practice. I am also going to get you a gym membership and we will be dieting.” She stands up and walks toward the door. I follow her, upset that I didn’t get it.


    Upset that I disappointed her.


    Things were never the same after that day.


    I lost my mom that day.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    Samantha


    


    I slam the car door to let out some of the frustration.


    “You okay, Hulk?” I look over at Hunter, who is fighting the laughter but losing.


    “Ugh, I hate doing that shit. I hate sitting there with all of them, listening to them dictate my life for the next few months. God forbid I have an opinion of my own, or want to do something that isn’t scheduled. It isn’t right and I’m so over it.” I cross my arms over my chest and try to calm myself down.


    “Hey, just calm down. You did good, cupcake.” He smiles at me and I scoot over, closer to him.


    “You know your rationale for that nickname really doesn’t fit anymore.”


    He places a kiss on my lips before pulling me onto his lap. “Sure it does. You are so sweet that once I’ve had you I already want more.” I laugh, thinking of his explanation the first time he called me it. God I hated him.


    “Okay, Casanova. So…when the tour ends would you want to take that vacation with me? Not on the clock?” I wring my hands in my lap, waiting for his answer.


    “I don’t know. I’m not sure I can.” I work to hide the disappointment I feel. “My boss can be really cranky and I don’t think I can get the time off.” I look up at him and hit him in the chest. “In fact, I don’t even think I should be talking to you right now, she has started to get abusive.” He is rubbing the spot where I struck him, pretending to be hurt.


    He has this way of cheering me up and making me forget any of the stressors in my life. “She sounds like a real hassle.”


    “She is, but she has her good points too.” His arms tighten around me.


    “Oh really?”


    “Yeah, she’s great in bed.” My mouth drops open and I move to abuse him some more when I realize he has my arms pinned to my side. Sneaky bastard.


    Two can play at this game. “At least she’s good in bed. My guy is mediocre at best.”


    His eyes catch fire and I immediately regret what I said. “Mediocre?”


    “I mean, that is a word that is totally up for interpretation.” I laugh as he pins me underneath him.


    “Well, I hope mediocre means fucking incredible to you.” He grinds into me and I arch my hips. A smile plays across his lips as he raises himself off of me. “That’s sad to hear about your guy’s…skills. My girl is in for it tonight.” My body ignites at his promise. No one has ever affected me the way that he does. He can whip any calm situation into a frenzy with just one word.


    We pull up to my next interview for one of the beauty magazines. They want tips for the everyday girl. Little do they know that if I am doing my own hair, it’s a messy bun and makeup is basically non-existent. I asked my hair and make-up people what I should say because I honestly have no idea.


    I walk into the building, hand in hand with Hunter as the paparazzi go on a feeding frenzy. A loud bang sounds and Hunter pulls me to the ground beneath him. People are screaming and scattering everywhere.


    Was that a gunshot?


    Oh my God.


    My stalker.


    Fear runs through me as the weight of Hunter’s body and my impending danger crush me. “Sam, I’m going to get up fast and we run into the building together. Okay?”


    I don’t answer him. I can’t right now. All I can think of is the fact that someone wants to kill me. That they just tried to. Hunter jumps up, his arms wrapped around my body, bringing me with him. He picks me up and starts running for the building and doesn’t stop until we are safely inside. He sets me down and pulls out his phone. I can hear him placing a call to the detective.


    Arms wrap around me and I let out a scream. “Sam, it’s just me.”


    I turn to face Hunter, burying my head in his chest. “Why are they doing this? What do they want?” the words come out strangled by the tears streaming down my face.


    “I don’t know, baby.” It’s all he says, making it clear to me that this is getting to him as much as it is getting to me. He holds me wordlessly until I hear footsteps approaching us. When I look up, it’s Detective Marks.


    “Hey detective! Let me guess, I took a shot at myself?” I hear the disdain in Hunter’s voice. He turns toward the detective and they are toe to toe.


    “Mr. Stone, I suggest you back down.” His voice is monotone and weirdly calm.


    “Maybe if you would have backed off of me and actually looked for this asshole, it wouldn’t have gotten this far.” Hunter towers over Detective Marks by almost a foot, and he is completely in his face right now.


    “Mr. Stone, if you do not calm down I will have you arrested for obstruction of justice. I need to question Miss Baker and you are in the way.” Hearing this, I move into action. The last thing I need right now is for Hunter to get arrested. I squeeze in front of Hunter, moving him back a few steps and turn toward the detective. My body relaxes against Hunter’s, begging him to calm down. I need his support to get through this questioning.


    “Miss Baker, can you tell me what happened?” His question is addressed to me but his eyes are still on Hunter.


    “We were walking into the building. I had an interview here. When we were about halfway, I heard a loud bang. Hunter pulled me on the ground beneath him to protect me, then he picked me up and ran into the building.”


    His hands reach out and grabs my wrist. “These bruises, where did they come from?” His thumb is rubbing circles on my wrist where there is a large purple bruise.


    “I didn’t have that before. It must have happened when I fell to the ground.”


    “Hmm and this one too?” His other hand grabs my free wrist. He is now holding both of them, his thumbs still circling my skin, his eyes still on Hunter.


    “You know if something else is going on, you can tell me.” His eyes narrow at Hunter and I realize what he is implying and before I can say anything Hunter moves me behind him.


    It all happens so fast that I can’t stop it. Hunter raises his fist, burying it in the detective’s face. Officers run over, forcing him to the ground and fastening handcuffs around his wrists.


    “Hunter!” I yell for him. I don’t know what else to do. They are leading him toward the police car outside and he doesn’t look back, doesn’t acknowledge that I have called him. I don’t even care that I’m out in the open, that I’m a target. I need to see him. Does he want me to call someone? I just want him to know I’m here for him. I run to the car, yelling his name but his eyes won’t meet mine. His stare is cold and unwavering. Why is he ignoring me? “Hunter!” I plead for him to look my way. As the car drives away, I’m left confused and hurt by his actions.


    What do I do? That’s when I remember him saying his friend Ryan was a cop. Not that I have any of their numbers. I do know where Brian’s house is. I head toward my car and Joe, who is being questioned by police. “Joe, we need to leave.” I move to get into the car when someone grabs my wrist. I turn to see Detective Marks.


    “Miss Baker, I’m not through with you.” His eyes scan my body and I want nothing more than to slap him. He deliberately provoked Hunter.


    I rip my wrist from his hand. “I am most certainly done with you, detective. You will have to ask me any other questions at a later time. If you touch me one more time without my consent, I’ll sue you for everything you’re worth.” I climb into the car and slam the door in his face.


    As I guide Joe to Brian’s house, I pray that someone is home. I also analyze everything that happened, trying to figure out what was up with Hunter. When we pull up to the house, I see a car in the driveway and breathe a sigh of relief.


    Jules answers my knock with a surprised expression. “Hey girl, what’s up? Where’s your not so better half?”


    “In jail…” I trail off.


    “Good Lord. Come in.” I follow her inside, explaining everything that happened, trying not to break down as I relive it. “I came here because I remember Hunter saying one of the boys was a cop. I thought he might be able to help.”


    “Ryan, I’ll call him now and let him know what’s going on.” Jules walks out of the room and returns a few minutes later. “Luckily, Ryan is at the station and not out on call. He is going to try to get him out. Brian is out of town scoping out some new projects, so you know what that means…”


    I laugh. “Margaritas?”


    She frantically nods her head before practically skipping out of the room. I try to let the fear and stress of the day melt away. I can be scared tomorrow. I can worry about my relationship tomorrow. Tonight I just want to have a few drinks and try not to think about Hunter or the fact that someone is out there trying to kill me. Some girl time might be just what I need. It’s been so long since I had a friend, I swear I have forgotten what it feels like.


    Jules helps me forget. We talk, laugh, and she tells me embarrassing stories about Hunter. I really like her. As I look at the time, I dread finding a hotel right now. I was supposed to stay at Hunter’s house but I refuse to go there alone. My house is a good three hours away and after all the tequila, I think that’s a bad idea.


    “Alright chica, I’m getting tired. You ready for bed?” I look at her, confused by her question. “We have a guest room. I assumed you would stay here.”


    “I’d like that.” I can’t help but smile.


    “As long as you don’t try to sneak into my bed. I’m all about you girl, but I don’t get down like that.” She winks at me, before walking upstairs. I follow her as she shows me the guest room. “I’ll grab you a shirt to sleep in if you want one.”


    “That would be great. Thanks so much for everything tonight, Jules.”


    She smiles at me. “No problem babe. While you were in the bathroom earlier, I programmed all of the boys’, mine, and Laceys’s numbers into your phone. You’re part of the family now. Don’t ever hesitate to ask for anything.”


    I walk over to her and give her a hug. I can’t help it. The kindness and caring she has shown me tonight is more than I have felt in a long time


    I lay down, happy that I finally have a family, even if they aren’t blood. They are more than I have had, ever.


    Before I fall asleep, my thoughts go to Hunter.


    Is he okay?


    Was Ryan able to help him?


    Why was he so mad at me?


    


    


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    Hunter


    


    As the guard unlocks the cell door, I say a silent thank you that I’m getting out of this shithole. Ryan is waiting for me at the desk where you sign out. How the hell did he know I was here?


    “I would say I was surprised when Jules called, but my momma taught me not to tell a lie. You are a stupid fucker for punching that detective.” He laughs as he tosses a clear bag full of my stuff at me.


    “Asshole deserved it. You know he is treating me like I’m the fucking criminal. Not only that, but he had his hands all over Sam right in front of me. He antagonized me and fucking enjoyed doing it.” When I think about him touching her, I get pissed off all over again. Sitting in that damn cell all night while Sam was on her own tore me apart. Ryan told me that she went to Brian’s house and it makes me feel good that she knew she could depend on them, but I wanted her with me. I won’t be okay until I can hold her. Until I can make sure that she’s okay.


    “I think you might be over exaggerating a little bit brother.” Ryan and I walk out towards his car.


    On the drive to Brian’s, I can’t shake the feeling I have that something is up. We pull into the driveway and I turn to Ryan. “Can you check into him for me?”


    “Who? The detective? Are you out of your fucking mind? He outranks me, Hunter. I can’t just go asking around about him and expect no repercussions.” He shakes his head at me and seems pissed that I even asked.


    “Ryan, I don’t ask you for shit. I know something is wrong. I can feel it in my fucking bones. Just have someone check into him for me, see if there is anything fishy. If I need to pay for someone to do it, I will.” I’m pleading with him at this point.


    “Fuck!” His fist slams on the steering wheel before he turns to face me. “You are putting me in a really shitty position, Hunter. I can’t promise anything. I’ll ask around.”


    I nod my head at him, silently thanking him. “I owe you one.”


    “Yeah, you fucking do. Now get the hell out of my car.” I run up Brian’s steps, knocking on the door, anxious to see Sam.


    Brian answers the door. “Well, look at the jailbird. You flew the coop already?”


    “Yeah, real funny.” I push past him and walk inside.


    “She is still asleep upstairs. I’m sure it has to do with the fact that she went through a shit storm yesterday; also that Jules turned the house into Margaritaville. I swear that girl just might be the death of me. I panicked when she called me last night, drove here in less than half the time. With all of this stalker mess, I was scared that they weren’t safe here alone.”


    We walk into the living room, sitting down on his couch. “Bri, I don’t know what to fucking do. I am so goddamn scared that something will happen to her. It consumes my every thought, and everywhere we go, I’m paranoid. I can’t lose her.”


    “I know how you feel. I lived in hell the six years I was separated from Jules. I couldn’t imagine feeling like I might lose her for good. When you love some—“


    “Love? I didn’t go that far, brother. I don’t…I can’t.” I scrub my hands over my face. The mere mention of that word cuts me to the core. Loving someone gives them the power to crush you, to destroy every inch of your being. I know that Sam loves me. She said it the other night, but I can’t. “I’m not made for it. I’m not good at it. I am too selfish, and too self-absorbed to put someone else before myself.”


    “Really? So throwing yourself on top of her when you heard the gunshot. That was you putting yourself first? Helping her out with her she devil mother. That’s you being selfish? Stressing yourself out about how to keep her safe. That sounds self-absorbed to me. You are none of those things, but you are scared. If you spend your life running from shit that might be, you will never have anything happen.” He looks at me dead in the eye. Brian is never one to bullshit you, so I know that he means what he is saying.


    I look up at him. I get what he is saying. I know he’s right. “If I let myself go and stop holding back. If I love her, I won’t be able to handle losing her. I barely survived losing Amy, Bri. I can’t lose someone else I love.” Did I just admit I loved her? Do I? I think back over our time together. About the way I feel whenever she is close to me. The way I feel when I’m away from her.


    “Go get your girl. I’ll take Jules out to lunch.” Brian stands up and starts to walk out of the room before turning around. “You know, I didn’t peg you to be the next one of us to settle down. I thought it would be Ryan.”


    “Yeah, I was probably at the bottom of your list.” I think back to the way I have lived my life, bouncing from one meaningless girl to the next, never once caring about anyone.


    “Nope, Mason would be last on my list. He is more fucked up than you by far.” He shakes his head at me before leaving. After a few minutes, I hear the front door shut.


    Sam is upstairs. I want to go to her. I want to tell her how I feel but I can’t make my legs move.


    The last time she saw me, I was in the back of a cop car, and I ignored her. I couldn’t even look at her. I was ashamed that I let that asshole get to me. I reacted just as he thought I would. Since they were taking me away, Sam was left unprotected and I hated myself for that. I wasn’t mad at her. I was pissed off at myself but I know she probably didn’t know that. I shouldn’t have just dismissed her the way I did but I was fighting to keep what little control of myself I had. If I would have looked at her and saw the panic and fear, I would have lost it. I feel like I failed her yesterday. When Ryan came back to see me, I breathed a sigh of relief. I knew Sam had gotten in touch with one of the guys or Jules. I also knew they wouldn’t just leave her to be an easy target.


    I stand up, willing myself to go upstairs and to see her. When I open the door to the guest room, she is under the covers sleeping. She looks like an angel. I walk over to the bed, trying my best not to wake her. I quietly undress before slipping under the covers next to her. My arms wrap around her, pulling her body against mine. I close my eyes, enjoying the feel of her pressed against me. I still can’t believe that she wants me. That she thinks I’m good enough for her.


    “Hunter?” Her sleepy voice whispers in shock.


    “Hey, cupcake, I’m back.” She turns to face me, a smile gracing her beautiful face. “I’m so sorry for yesterday. For losing my temper, for taking it out on you.”


    “I didn’t know what I did that made you mad. I didn’t know what you wanted me to do.”


    My hand strokes her face. “I know. You didn’t do anything baby. I was pissed at myself for playing into his hands. I couldn’t face you.”


    “What happened? Did the detective charge you?” Her face is full of worry and I can see the love shining through her eyes.


    “No, he isn’t charging me. Apparently, they can hold you for twenty four hours without charging you and the asshole took full advantage of that.” It pisses me off that I had to spend the night in there just for Marks to show some level of superiority.


    She kisses me and I pull her closer to me. “I was so scared. I didn’t have anyone’s phone number. Luckily, I remembered where this house was and I had Joe bring me here. I hope I wasn’t a bother to Brian or Jules.”


    “No, trust me Jules loved having you here.”


    She smiles. “I really liked spending time with her. Your friends have all so readily accepted me. I haven’t had anyone close to me in such a long time. Thank you.”


    “What are you thanking me for?” Her arms move up to wrap around my neck.


    “Thank you for introducing me to your friends. Thank you for all the times you made me laugh when I wanted to cry. Thank you for making me feel like I’m not alone.” I take in what she says, knowing what I want my reply to be but trying to work up the nerve to say it.


    “I love you, Samantha Baker.” I am so full of nerves. My hands are shaking like a little bitch as I open myself up to her after I swore I would never let anyone in again.


    The shock on her face is evident; she never expected those words from me, at least not right now. “I love you, Hunter Stone.”


    She kisses me once again and I try to let go of all the fear and paranoia.


    I just passed the point of no return.


    Now that I have her.


    Now that I love her.


    I will die before anyone takes her from me.


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    Samantha


    


    It’s been a week since Hunter told me he loved me and I still get chills every time he says it. Detective Marks decided not to press charges against Hunter, thank God.


    My stalker is still around. I received another note yesterday. With each one I am getting more and more nervous. The police have no leads at all, which is even scarier. I thought by now they would have at least found some DNA on the notes or the flowers. I feel like a sitting duck. The only solace I have is Hunter. He makes me feel like everything isn’t falling apart around me.


    He doesn’t trust Detective Marks at all and has been trying to make Ryan look into the case. Sometimes I see a fleeting look of panic pass his face and it scares me even more. Today is my day off and we are spending it together. A part of me wants to mention to him what today is but I don’t know how to bring it up.


    Hey Hunter, today is my birthday!


    So you know how you were born? I was born today!


    You know what my mom was doing this time twenty four years ago?


    I decide to just let it go. I don’t expect him to know because I’ve never mentioned it but either way, we get to spend it together. I’m actually surprised that I have today off. The past few years I have hosted club parties on my birthday. I wonder if she forgot it was today. I shrug my shoulders before slipping on my shoes and walking out to meet Hunter.


    He is standing in his living room, wearing a tight black t-shirt and a pair of jean shorts. I smile as he turns toward me. “Hey, gorgeous.” Hunter walks over to me, wrapping his arms around me and lifting me off the ground so I’m eye level with him.


    “Hey, I’m all ready. Are you going to tell me where we are going yet?” Usually when I had a few days off I would stay in LA at my house, but being here is so much better. I have never lived in a small town and Hunter only lives a few blocks from Jules and Brian, so we spend time there too. The other huge plus is that my mother is in LA and I’m not. Since she found out about Hunter and me, things have been worse than ever, not that they were good before.


    “Nope, sorry cupcake. There is one thing I can tell you about today though…” I raise my eyebrow at him in question. “You’re all mine.” He kisses me before lowering me to the floor and leading me out of the house. We climb into Hunter’s car and I can’t help but be mesmerized by the smile on his face.


    As we drive, we fall into an easy conversation. There isn’t any awkward silence, no need to think of topics to talk about; it just flows. “Here, put this on over your eyes.” He hands me a bandana.


    “Seriously?”


    “Yes, woman, can’t a man have a little bit of mystery?” He laughs at my expression as he referred to me as woman. “Please?”


    I hesitantly comply. What the hell is up with this? After a few more minutes, the car stops and I reach for my blindfold but Hunter’s hands grab mine. “Wait.” Anxiety and excitement course through my veins as I imagine where we are.


    I hear a door open and close, assuming he must have gotten out of the car. The door opens next to me and Hunter takes my hand to guide me out of the car. I lean against the car, my back to it as the anticipation builds inside of me. I can feel him close to me before his voice sounds in my ear. “Today is your day. It’s a day that we will do everything you always wanted to do but never really did.” I hear people screaming in the background and try to figure out what we are doing. “I want to give you everything and experience it all with you too. So today will be a day of firsts.” I feel him put something on my head; I’m guessing it’s a hat.


    He takes the bandana off my eyes and I see that we are standing in front of a theme park. My mouth drops open in shock. “This is where we are going?” He nods and I wrap my arms around his neck. Last week we had been talking and he was telling me different things about his childhood, things that he and his family used to do, places they used to go. His shock was evident when I didn’t have most of the experiences he did. I look at the huge theme park in front of us in awe of the man here with me. “What if someone recognizes me?”


    “Hence the baseball hat; I even have one too since I’m a celebrity and all now.” He smiles at me and I smack the rim of his hat.


    “Anyone ever tell you that you’re amazing, Hunter Stone?”


    “Well, this one chick told me she loved me but she was a total clinger, I had to ditch her.” He laughs as he pulls me closer to him. “Let’s go, cupcake, we have a busy day.” He pulls me toward the entrance. I let him get a few steps ahead of me before I run up behind him, jumping on his back. His hands quickly grab the back of my thighs, holding me in place.


    I lay my head on his shoulder. “Thank you for being so incredible.”


    “You haven’t seen anything yet, babe.” His promise sends a rush of chills through me.


    I feel like a kid on Christmas morning. Once inside, I’m dragging Hunter from ride to ride, practically running with excitement. We walk up to one and I look at him in question. I can’t figure out what it is because it is completely enclosed. “What is this one?”


    “This is one I have been looking forward to all day, watching you run around here and having you pressed against me on each of these rides.” I am completely confused by his statement but before I can ask what he means, he leads me toward the door. He greets the worker, shaking his hand and I follow him up the steps and into the ride. The door closes immediately and I look around. The inside is just a huge circle with separate panels that line the wall and an empty DJ booth in the middle.


    “Hunter, what is this?”


    He leads me toward a wall. “This babe, is called the Graviton and it’s about to become your favorite ride. Just hold on.”


    The room starts to spin and Hunter presses himself against me. He grinds into me as he kisses me, his tongue slipping into my mouth, coaxing a moan to slip out of me. I scream when I am suddenly moving upward. I try to lift my hand and reach Hunter, who is standing in front of me, pressed against my legs, but it’s like I’m glued to the wall. There is a force stopping me from moving. The music inside the ride is blaring, the vibration moving through me with each beat. I feel his hands on the waistband of my shorts, sliding them down. I look down, amazed that he can move but seeing that he is struggling. His muscles ripple with each small movement, straining against the lack of gravity.


    “Hunter!” I yell, but if he hears me he doesn’t show it.


    What the hell is he…Oh my God. His hand cups me while he inserts a finger into me, the force of the ride increasing the pressure he is putting on me. I feel his mouth starting to kiss my inner thigh, he is going slowly and I know it’s partly because he can’t move either. He wouldn’t do this here.


    When his tongue darts out and flicks my clit, I scream. His fingers leave me, replaced quickly by his mouth, his thumb now pressing down on my clit. My hands move just enough to grip his hair. Thank God the music is so loud because I can’t control the sounds coming from my mouth. Hunter is always good in this area but in this situation, with him being pushed so hard onto me, and the pulsing music, I’m already starting to lose it. His teeth nip at me as his fingers go to work again; I feel like he is deeper than he has ever been. I scream his name as an explosion erupts inside me, causing aftershocks throughout my entire body.


    I open my eyes to see Hunter next to me on the wall. The smile on his face tells me that he had planned this whole thing. The panel lowers me back to the ground and I am able to move enough to pull my shorts back up. Hunter is in front of me once again. “Didn’t I tell you it would be your favorite ride?” He leans down and kisses me.


    “I can’t believe you did that! What if the ride stopped in the middle of that and people caught us!”


    He laughs at me. The music has stopped letting me know the doors are about to open. “Baby, I would never let anyone see you like that. I went to school with Ben the operator. I may have slipped him a twenty to give us an extra-long ride.” He slaps my ass before the door opens and we walk toward the exit. My legs are so shaky I feel like Bambi taking his first steps. As we go down the steps, I hold the railing really tight, trying not to fall.


    “Mommy, that ride makes you dizzy; let’s go on that!” I hear a little boy yell from the line.


    A blush spreads across my face, thinking of what really made me dizzy. I can’t believe we just defiled a child’s amusement park ride.


    I’m going to hell.


    The rest of the rides are much less eventful. Thank God. By late afternoon, I am absolutely exhausted and starving. I was pleasantly surprised that no one noticed who I was. It was great to be able to have a day where I was just a nobody. A day where I could blend into the crowd instead of creating one.


    “You ready to go have dinner?”


    I nod and lean against him, his hand curling around my waist as we walk toward the exit. “Where are we going?” I look up at him and he shakes his head. I groan in frustration. “Did I mention I am totally OCD and the unknown drives me bat shit crazy?”


    He laughs as he opens the door to his car. “Babe, nothing can drive you crazy when you’ve been there for years.”


    He shocks me speechless and closes the door before I can respond.


    Ass.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty One


    Samantha


    


    We pull up to a building but I didn’t really see anything on it telling me where we are. “Please tell me there is food here because I’m starving.”


    Hunter looks over at me and smiles. “You don’t know how fucking happy it makes me to hear you say shit like that.” I look at him in confusion. “To hear you saying you want to eat. It scared the shit out of me when you were in the hospital. I’m glad that was a wakeup call for you.” His hand strokes my cheek and I lean into it.


    I think back to that night. To feeling like I was on top of the world then feeling as if I couldn’t even hold myself up. Between my hospital scare and Hunter’s constant support, I have worked to overcome the issues I had. I also think the decreased interaction with my mother has been a great help too. There are times that he offers me junk food that he is eating and I cringe at the thought of it, I hear her voice judging me. Then I remember that night we stood in front of the mirror, the night when he made me feel like I was good enough just the way I was.


    I kiss him, trying to express how grateful I am that he came into my life. He has made me see that there are people who actually care. That not everyone wants something from me. He showed me, contrary to everyone else in my life, that someone could love me. That I was worth loving.


    “We need to get out of this car before I say fuck dinner and take you home. Unless that’s what you want.” I’m about to say he would get no objections from me when my growling stomach interrupts me. We both break out in laughter. “Come on.”


    We walk into the building holding hands. Hunter gives the hostess his name and she walks toward the back of the restaurant and then turns down a hallway. As she slides a door open, I see a room filled with all of Hunter’s friends. There is a happy birthday banner hanging on the wall and they all yell surprise. How did he know?


    I look at Hunter in shock, a tear falling down my cheek. “How did you know?”


    He turns toward me. “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me. I found out last night when Joe asked if you needed him for any special plans today. Jules helped me plan dinner while I had you out today.” I pull him to me, hugging him and trying to express how much this means to me. We walk into the room and I am greeted and embraced by all of these amazing people. A few more tears fall as I take in how drastically things have changed for the better since Hunter came into my life. My heart is about to burst from all the love it has received from these people. They took me into their lives without hesitation, and made me a part of their family.


    “Hey, birthday girl!” Jules hugs me.


    “Thank you for helping him with this, for doing this for me.”


    “Please, it wasn’t even a question. I was happy to.” I give her another hug before turning back to Hunter.


    “I love you, Hunter Stone.”


    “I love you, Samantha Baker.”


    “Fuck!” I hear Mason shout and we all turn to face him.


    “Haha yes! Pay up, motherfucker!” Brian yells back at him. Mason hands Brian some money.


    “What are you two idiots yelling about?” Hunter says, shaking his head.


    “I told Mase you were pussy whipped and he bet me that you wouldn’t admit it for at least another month; he never thought you would utter the dreaded L word.” Brian has a smile as big as The Cheshire Cat as he waves Mason’s money around.


    “Well, what the fuck? I mean this shit was like night and day. One week he is screwing anything with a goddamn hole and the next he strapped on a ball and chain. I need a damn drink. Another brother down.” He turns away from the group and starts to talk to the waitress.


    “What was that all about?” I ask Hunter, semi-confused.


    “Mason being Mason. Anti-love; girls, relationships, and anything other than booze, work, and us.” He shakes his head as he watches Mason.


    The waitress comes up to us to take our order and before I can say anything Jules shouts, “She’ll have a margarita!”


    I can’t help but laugh and nod at the waitress letting her know that’s fine. We sit down and I notice the table isn’t a normal table. “Is this a hibachi?”


    Hunter nods. “Another first for you, cupcake.”


    Jules sits next to me and we start talking about how Hunter called her in a panic this morning and tried to plan stuff before I came out of the room. “Did you give him the ideas for today?”


    “Oh no, girl. He knew exactly what he wanted he just needed me to orchestrate getting everyone here. I don’t know what the hell you did, but he is like a completely different person.”


    I take in what she says. He has changed a lot, but so have I and that is because of him. My confidence has improved so much since I met Hunter. He showed me that I don’t need to change for anyone.


    Dinner is amazing and we spend the whole night laughing and talking. I turn to Hunter as they are clearing the table. “This is the best birthday I’ve ever had. Thank you for everything you did today.” I kiss him, needing him to feel me.


    Ryan comes up behind us and whispers something into Hunter’s ear. He nods at him before turning back to me. “When we leave here, we are going to meet Ryan at my house. He says he found some stuff he wants to talk to us about.”


    My stomach drops. Ryan has been looking into my stalker. Did he find something? I’m lost in my own thoughts when I hear clapping and everyone starts to sing Happy Birthday. I look over and the waitress is walking in with a cake full of candles. As I glance around the room at everyone singing, I can’t help but smile. I have a family now; they may not be blood, but that doesn’t matter. They are my family.


    The waitress places the cake in front of me and I blow out the candles. Everyone cheers and I start to remove the candles.


    “What the hell kind of cake is that?” Brian says from behind me.


    “It’s a cupcake cake.” Hunter replies, his eyes on me the whole time. I blush, thinking of the significance that no one else knows.


    We all eat cake and then Hunter and I say our goodbyes. We walk out of the restaurant hand in hand and when we get to the car, I stop and wrap my arms around his waist. “Thank you for being so amazing. I will never forget this day and how special you made me feel.”


    I think back to our relationship the first few days he worked for me and how far both of us have come. He has shown me such a different side to him. He smiles down at me. “You can thank me later,” he says with a wink before pinching my butt and walking around to the other side of the car.


    And he ruined it.


    I laugh as I climb into the car. “You just had to kill the moment, huh?”


    “Hey babe, I can’t be soft all the time. I have a rep to protect, you know.” He smirks at me as he pulls out of the restaurant.


    “A rep? What are you, the Godfather?”


    “No, but you can call me a God if you want. I’m sure that’s what you’ll be screaming later.” He reaches over and trails his hand up and down my thigh, sending sparks through my body.


    “You are so full of yourself.”


    “You’re about to be so full of me.”


    “Oh my God! Do you ever not have a comeback?” I nudge his shoulder with my hand.


    “No, but if you want, later I can come on your back.”


    “Enough!” I raise my hands in surrender. “I give up. You win. Just please no more.”


    He laughs as we pull into his driveway. I see a car pull behind us, realizing it’s probably Ryan. My mind races thinking about what he could have found. We all walk into the house silently, before heading into the living room. I sit down on the couch; Hunter sits next to me, and Ryan sits across from us.


    “Alright, sorry to do this tonight, I know it’s a shitty day for this kind of news. I had a guy I know look into a few things that I had suspicions about. I know who has been harassing you and how. I haven’t reported it yet because I wanted to bring it to you first.” Ryan stops talking. He rubs the back of his neck with one hand while avoiding eye contact with either of us.


    “Ry just say it.” Hunter’s voice has a slight tinge of annoyance mixed with anxiousness.


    Ryan looks up at me and seems to take a deep breath. “It’s your mother.”


    


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty Two


    Hunter


    


    What the fuck?


    “What do you mean?” Sam asks beside me in disbelief.


    “I mean that for whatever reason, your mother has hired someone to stalk you. Some notes were left by her and some by the other person. The attack at the beach and the shot fired were not your mother.” Ryan looks over to me. “I found out who the other person was.”


    “And?” My fists are clenched in anger at the fact that her mother has been putting her through hell.


    “It was Detective Marks.”


    What the fuck! Rage builds inside of me at the realization that the asshole who was supposed to be helping Sam figure out who her stalker was, was doing it the whole fucking time. Not only that, but he was trying to make it seem like it was me! “Why the hell would he be involved?”


    “She needed someone to help her, someone who knew how to not get caught and someone with connections. Marks has some pretty bad debt so Audrey was paying him off to help her get to Sam. After you started becoming a problem, they were going to try to pin it on you, hence him coming down on you so hard and provoking you. Now like I said, I haven’t reported this to anyone yet, I wanted to come to you two first to see what you wanted to do.” Ryan looks up at the two of us, who are in shock.


    “How did you find out all of this, Ry?”


    “I have a tech guy in my unit. He found a consistent stream of deposits from your mother to an account over the time of the stalking. That account linked back to Marks. The next part took him a little longer but he traced a dummy email that Marks had been using to his IP address. There were communications between him and your mother, planning the notes, and also trying to pin it on Hunter so your mother could get him out of your life.” God, I hate her bitch of a mother. I have never met anyone more deserving of a goddamn ass kicking.


    I look over at Sam, who is as white as a ghost and seems like she is about to get sick. “Are you okay?”


    She shakes her head. I can only imagine what this is doing to her.


    “I am going to let you all absorb this new information. Call me if you need anything and I’m sorry I had to be the one to tell you.” Ryan stands and I follow him to the front door.


    “Thanks for helping us figure this out man.” I shake his hand.


    “No problem. Let me know what you guys want to do and how she is.” He walks out and I go back into the living room to check on Sam.


    She’s gone. I run upstairs, checking the bedroom and bathroom, thinking maybe she wanted to lie down or take a shower, negative. My blood runs cold, as my heart begins to beat out of my chest. “Sam!” I call her name a few times.


    Where the hell could she have gone? That’s when I see the slightest movement in the backyard. She’s sitting on one of the swings looking completely broken and lost. The people I had bought the house from had kids and I never bothered to take the stuff they had down. I walk outside and even though I know she hears me, she doesn’t look up from the ground. I sit down on the swing next to her, not knowing what to say. What do you tell someone after a hit like this? I mean, I knew her mother was a bitch, but hiring someone to stalk and terrorize her? That’s a whole new level of fucked up.


    “I don’t know what to say, babe. I can’t even tell you that I know how you’re feeling, cause I don’t. I’m here though. Just let me know what I can do.”


    “I need to leave.”


    Her words cause me to freeze. Leave? Why the hell would she leave? No, fuck that she isn’t going anywhere. “Why would you do that?” She doesn’t answer me. “Sam?” Silence.


    I stand up and move in front of her, grabbing the chains of the swing and causing it to stop. Her eyes are still focused on the ground and I need her to look at me. I need to figure out what is going on in her head. I squat down, so now I can see her and all I see is pain. It fucking kills me to see her like this. Completely shattered by someone who is supposed to care for her.


    “Why do you want to leave?” She shakes her head, indicating that she isn’t going to answer me. When she moves to stand up so do I. I stand in her path, determined not to let her just walk out. “I have never in my life cared about someone the way I feel about you. I know that you’re hurt but don’t push me away. I’m here and I’m not going anywhere. Lean on me. Lay all of your shit on my shoulders and I’ll carry it for you. Just don’t run away. Don’t run from me. Run to me.”


    She looks up at me before sobs break through her body. She sags into me and I quickly lift her up, carrying her inside and up to my room. I lay her on the bed, climbing in beside her and holding her as she buries her face in my chest. My hand rubs circles on her back, trying to calm the storm inside of her. If I could kill her mother and that detective right now, I would.


    Sam stays in my arms for the longest time. When she stops crying, I don’t think it’s by choice but because she has run out of tears. Her hands fist my shirt like she is holding on for dear life.


    “Talk to me. Keeping everything inside won’t help.” I beg her to just tell me what’s going on in her head.


    “Why wasn’t I enough? Why couldn’t she just love me? I mean, am I that terrible of a daughter that she holds that much contempt for me? That she would do this stuff without batting an eye? Why…why doesn’t she love me?” Her voice is strained from crying and laced with pain.


    “I don’t know what the hell your mother’s problem is, but you are enough. You are more than enough. She may not love you the way that you deserve, but you don’t fucking need her. I love you. Jules and everyone else does too. You have a family now and you don’t need to put up with the abuse that she has been subjecting you to all these years. You are an amazing person, Samantha Baker.” I kiss her, not knowing how else to get her to understand.


    “What do I do now?” She looks up at me, her eyes asking for guidance.


    “Now, you make that bitch pay.” I pull her close to me, my chin resting on her head. I know she held out hope that eventually her mother would come around, that she would see the error of her ways and embrace her, but she didn’t.


    She won’t.


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty Three


    Samantha


    


    I open my eyes as the sunlight touches them. They still burn from all the tears I cried last night.


    When Ryan told me it was my mother, I think I went into shock. I never imagined that she would be that evil. That she hated me that much. I had always hoped that I would eventually meet her standards and make her happy. That she might be proud of me. That she might love me. It never happened and it never will.


    I almost screwed up the best thing I have and that’s my relationship with Hunter. I was going to run. In my mind, I wanted to get away before he realized I wasn’t worth loving like my mother did. Before he ended up hating me the way that she does. I know trying to lump him and my mother together is ridiculous but I wasn’t thinking straight. I felt like my heart had been ripped from my chest and shattered into a million pieces.


    Today, we are driving to LA and I am going to confront my mother. I want to know why. Ryan is going to submit the evidence and dispatch the police to her house. Hunter is coming with me because I know that I’ll need the support. I have never been one to stand up to my mother, although with the anger that I have in me, I don’t think that will be a problem.


    “You ready, babe?” I look up at him and a tinge of fear runs through me. This whole situation has made me realize I finally lost my mother, for good. Now all I have left is Hunter, and all I can think about is the possibility of losing him too. Could I survive losing him? He used to be such a player. What if I can’t keep him interested? What if he gets bored of me? My insecurities are running wild. I try to push them back down but I can’t get rid of them.


    “Yeah.” I stand up and walk out to the car, completely bypassing him. I know that he hasn’t done anything and punishing him for what I think he may end up doing is wrong, but I do it anyway. At this point, I know I’m being self-destructive but I make no move to stop myself.


    Hunter gets into the car and looks over at me. “You okay?”


    I nod my head, staring out the windshield. When he pulls out of the driveway, I turn on the radio, hoping that the music will distract him from any attempt at conversation. I don’t even listen to the music. My own thoughts are so jumbled, each fighting for my attention. My subconscious is in bitch mode and she is taunting me.


    Your own mother couldn’t love you, why would he?


    Maybe he was in on it too.


    Maybe they all laughed at you about it.


    You really think you can keep him?


    You are unlovable.


    Your daddy, mommy, no one wanted you.


    Why would Hunter want you?


    The only thing you have is money and you pay him well enough that he can quit soon.


    Then you’ll be all alone.


    No one will care.


    I take a deep breath, trying to calm my anxiety. When Hunter’s hand touches my bare leg, I jump. “Sam, we’re here. What’s going on?”


    “Nothing. I’m fine.” I get out of the car before he can ask me anything else. I look at the house in front of me. I have never been here and she bought it five years ago. No holidays. No birthdays. No girls’ nights. Nothing. It’s almost like the house is taunting me.


    I climb the steps, feeling Hunter’s presence behind me. I knock on the door. When it opens, my mother stands in the doorway, every hair exactly in place as always. She seems to be the picture of perfection, like she always tried to make me into. I could never achieve it though.


    “Samantha, what are you doing here? And with him.” She looks past me at Hunter, disgust prominently displayed in her expression.


    “I need to talk to you.” I push past her, making my way into the house and finding the living room. I look around at all the nice things in the house. Nice things bought with my money. Anger replaces the insecurity that has been plaguing me the whole drive.


    “I would tell you that what you just did was very rude. However, manners seem to be lost on you, so I won’t waste my breath. I have a nail appointment in a few minutes, so you will need to make whatever this is quick. If you wanted a meeting you really should have scheduled one.” She sits down, smoothing the wrinkles out of her skirt without a care in the world.


    “Schedule a meeting? I’m your daughter! Does that really mean nothing to you? Do I mean that little to you?” I yell, losing any control I walked in here with.


    She laughs at me. “Now don’t be dramatic. There is no need to raise your voice. You seem a little scattered, dear. Is it that time of the month, or did this leech manage to get you pregnant like I predicted? Either way, as I said, I have an appointment.”


    She moves to stand up. “Don’t you dare fucking leave. I know, Mother. I know what you did.”


    “Would you like to tell me why you’re here or do you want to keep playing games?” Irritation is prevalent on her face.


    “I am here because I know that you are the stalker and that you hired Detective Marks to help you. It’s over, you’re caught.” I smile as I realize that she will be punished.


    “Is that what has you all upset? Really dear, you should pick your battles. I did it for you, after all.” She smiles at me as if she gave me a present and is waiting for my appreciation.


    “How was any of that for me? You had me scared out of my mind!” I think back to all of the times I felt like I was being watched. To the night I would wake up from a nightmare that they had caught me.


    “You were not nearly as prominent in the media as you should have been, most of that was probably due to your lack of talent. I put you in the spotlight with this. You should be thanking me.” She smiles at me as if we are talking about something mundane like the weather.


    Is she fucking crazy?! I run my hands through my hair in frustration. “I will never thank you for the hell you put me through. Not only that, but you were trying to have Marks frame Hunter!”


    “Well, someone needed to take the fall, dear. Honestly, this is all your fault. If you would have been better at your craft and followed my direction, then you would be in a much better place than you are now.”


    A tear slips down my cheek and I curse myself for letting it fall. For letting her see how much she is getting to me. “The police will be here soon. Have a nice life, Mother.” My voice is emotionless, all my anger is replaced by sadness. By the fact that she is so cold. That she really just doesn’t care about me. I walk past Hunter and out the door. I can hear their voices as I leave but I don’t care what is being said. I climb into the car, hating my life and what it has turned into.


    When Hunter gets in the car, I can feel his eyes on me, almost as if he is assessing my state. “Where do you want to go?”


    “Anywhere but here.” It’s all I say.


    I know that Ryan said he would have the police dispatched but I can’t stay here anymore and wait for them. I don’t want to be here for one more minute.


    I have nothing left. I feel so gutted and so discarded. Holding out hope for someone to change is dangerous, because when they don’t, it hits you. I always thought I could eventually win my mother’s love.


    I was wrong.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty Four


    Samantha


    


    It’s been one week since I confronted my mother. The police showed up but she was gone. They haven’t found her yet, and I don’t know how that is possible. I mean, it’s not like she is some master criminal trained in evading the law.


    This and my mental state of mind since everything happened has put an unbelievable strain on my relationship with Hunter. We fight…a lot. Most of the time they are over something stupid but it’s still a fight. I know that ninety percent of them are my fault, and the ones that aren’t stem from my bad mood, putting him in a bad mood too. I don’t know what to do. I don’t want to be like this, but it’s like I’m fighting a battle against myself and I’m losing. I haven’t really been answering messages from Jules or Lacey either. I’m pulling away from everyone who has any potential to hurt me.


    I sit with my back facing Hunter as I stare out the car window. I want to apologize to him. To let him know that I have been taking all my shit out on him and it’s wrong, but I don’t. It’s a mix of pride and fear. The fear part is what is overwhelming. If I keep him at a distance, if I close myself off maybe my feelings will lessen, that way when he leaves me it won’t hurt as much.


    I have an appearance to do and I am dreading it. News broke that I fired my mother, so that’s all anyone wants to ask me about. That and Hunter. Neither is a subject I really want to get into. At least it hasn’t been leaked that she was my stalker. I wish they would ask about my career.


    I was just cast in a role for a new movie and I’m so excited. The cast is amazing and so is the story; it’s a project my mother would have never wanted me to do, I asked before everything happened. One good thing that has happened now that she isn’t here is that I make more of my own career decisions. I finally have a little bit of control back, at least professionally.


    “So, is this the way shit is going to be? We never talk and when we do, we fight? You ignore me and act like a damn child for half the day, every day?” I hear him but I make no move to answer. “You were scared that no one would be there for you, but you are pushing everyone the fuck away.” He grits the words out, each one like a knife. Joe stops the car in front of the door and I get out, not waiting for Hunter like I used to. I really don’t need to anymore, now that the threat is gone; that and I can’t look him in the eye right now. I know he’s right.


    I do the talk show appearance and since it’s a panel full of women, all they want to talk about is my relationship. I give the cookie cutter answers and pretend like everything is as good as it used to be. It isn’t, and it’s because of me. I hate having to be fake and put on this face like everything is just great.


    Hunter makes no more attempts to speak to me on the car ride back to the hotel. As we are walking through the lobby, I hear someone call my name. “Samantha!” Hunter’s body stiffens as the man approaches me. He stands in front of me, acting as a barrier.


    “You need to back up.”


    I assess the man. He is middle aged with light brown hair and a medium build, definitely not my usual fan.


    “I don’t mean to cause any trouble. Samantha, could I speak with you?” He looks past Hunter at me and there is something familiar in his eyes.


    “Sir, you will have to call her management for an interview.” Hunter has gotten good at the cookie cutter answers too.


    “No, I don’t want an interview. I just need to talk to her.”


    Hunter turns to me. “Go up to the room, I’ll meet you there.”


    I look back and forth between him and the man before moving toward the elevators.


    “Samantha, wait! I’m your father.”


    I freeze at those words. As I slowly turn, I look at the man in front of me. “I’m sorry. What did you say?” I take a few steps back to where they are.


    “It’s me. Don’t you recognize me?” Hunter is looking back and forth between us before his eyes settle on me, waiting for some sort of reaction or instruction.


    “I…I don’t…” I look at him and the few memories I have hit me. It’s him. He’s here. But why? Why now?


    “Do you have some sort of ID?” I can tell Hunter is skeptical already and I fidget as my dad fishes for his wallet. Hunter inspects the license he flashes, before nodding his head. “I think we should do this somewhere else. Why don’t we meet you for dinner somewhere and you guys can talk? That way Sam can gather her thoughts and we aren’t in the middle of the lobby.”


    “Yeah, that would be great.” He takes a card out and hands it to Hunter. “Here is my card, just text me with the info.” Hunter nods at him, before walking to me and steering me toward the elevator. I’m in shock as we take the ride up. My dad.


    Once we get in the room, Hunter turns to me. “Talk to me. What are you thinking?”


    I just shake my head. I have no idea what I’m thinking. I’m thinking that my dad is here to see me. A mix of happiness and apprehension run through me. I have wanted my dad back since the day he left.


    “Sam? Is this something you want to do?”


    I look over at him. “Yes. I want to see him.” I want him in my life again. I know that he can’t replace my mother or the hell she put me through, but maybe he can fill the void she left, the need for family that I have been missing. If I get that, then maybe things between Hunter and I will go back to normal. I know that I need to keep calm and there are so many question I have that are unanswered.


    “Okay, I will call the restaurant downstairs and see if they have private rooms. You don’t need anyone getting wind of this and having it plastered all over the paper. Thank God he did that in the lobby and not outside; they would have run with that shit.” I nod at him, lost in thought about what this could mean. “I’ll text him and give him the information.”


    I want to run to him, to hug him. I want to tell him how scared and nervous I am at the same time. I don’t. The wall I have started to build against him is stopping me. I look at him and our eyes lock. I can tell he feels the distance that I’ve put between us. I hate it. I hate myself for doing this to us. We were so happy and I screwed it up.


    “Hunter I…” His phone rings and it breaks the moment.


    “Hello? Okay great, we will be down.” He turns toward me. “We should talk before we go down there.”


    “About what?”


    “I don’t want you to get hurt. I can see the hope in your eyes. You don’t know what his intentions are. I mean, the guy disappeared from your life and all of a sudden he is just here again? You can’t tell me that it doesn’t seem off to you.” He is looking at me and I can tell that he is sincere, but that doesn’t mean that I want to hear what he has to say.


    “You have no idea what his intentions are. How can you just assume that they are bad?” I know I’m getting defensive but this is something I have wished for since I was a little girl.


    “You know what Sam, you know best, so I’ll just shut up and let you live your life without any interference from me. It seems like that’s what you want these days anyway.” He throws his hands in the air as he walks to the door and holds it open. I want to close it, to tell him that’s not what I want at all but once again, I don’t.


    I walk to the door and stop when I get in front of him. I look up but his eyes don’t meet mine. Maybe I did it. Maybe I pushed him away. That’s what I wanted, right?


    It’s the last thing I wanted.


    I’m an idiot.


    I need to fix this.


    I will tonight.


    


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty Five


    Samantha


    


    The ride downstairs is quiet. I hate that I have turned us into this. That my stupidity and emotional immaturity caused this separation between us. Aside from that, I am so anxious to sit down with my dad. To see him again, to talk to him, to maybe replace the family that I lost in my mother. I always watched girls with their dads and I was so envious of them. Every Father’s Day, all I wanted was to celebrate with him.


    Hunter hasn’t said a word and I know that he is less than happy about my enthusiasm. He is skeptical of my father’s motives and I understand that he is trying to protect me, but right now I just don’t want to hear it. When I give the hostess my name, she walks me back to a booth that is a little more secluded than the others. My dad isn’t here yet so it’s just Hunter and I.


    “I don’t want things to be like this between us.” My eyes are trained on the table. I can’t look at him. I am so embarrassed by the way I have been acting this past week.


    “Well then, you shouldn’t make them like this.” His tone is cold and dismissive. I can tell that he has no interest in talking to me right now.


    I look up to see my dad being led to the table. I can’t help the smile that crosses my face. I feel like the little girl who was waiting for her daddy to come back all those years ago. He smiles at me as he sits down and even though we aren’t close, I can sense Hunter tense.


    “Hey, sweetie. I’m glad that you agreed to meet with me.” His term of endearment doesn’t go unnoticed by Hunter or I. Where I smile at it and feel like it shows he still loves me, I can tell by his scoff that Hunter is less than impressed.


    “Me too. I have so many questions. I don’t even know where to start.” My mind is racing as I think of how much time we missed together.


    “Well, you can ask me anything you want.” The waitress stops by to drop off menus and take our drink orders and it’s not lost on me when Hunter orders a whiskey, and then tells her to make it a double.


    “What happened when I was younger? Why did you leave?” My entire body tenses up as I wait for the answers. I want the answer but it terrifies me at the same time.


    Shock is evident on his face at my question. “Well, you just go right for the jugular. I regret leaving you every day, Sam. I left because your mother and I couldn’t make it work. She was so volatile most of the time that I just couldn’t be in that house anymore. I had no way of leaving her without leaving you.”


    “What about all of the years after?” I want to believe what he says. That he never wanted to leave me.


    “I wrote you letters. I lost count how many of them, but I have a feeling your mother never gave them to you. She was hell bent on keeping you away from me. You mother was one to hold grudges and I had wronged her, so she completely cut me out. That’s why I knew now was the right time. She isn’t here to keep us apart anymore. I want to make up for lost time with you, Samantha. I want to prove to you I can be the father that you deserve.” He smiles at me and I am so happy. This is what I had always hoped for, that he would come to me and tell me how important I had always been to him.


    We place our orders with the waitress and Hunter orders another drink; he hasn’t said a word this whole time. All he is doing is sitting there stoically. I try to catch up with my dad, talking about all the years we have missed and the few memories I have. This has given me hope. He came back for me. He cared.


    “Bullshit.” We both look over at Hunter. “That’s a sorry ass excuse. The fucking story is ridiculous. If you wanted to see your daughter, you damn well could have.” He downs another drink, I’ve lost count of the number, as he stares daggers at my dad.


    My eyes go wide in shock. “Hunter, you don’t know—“


    “No, Sam. You don’t know him. The guy abandoned you. He has been gone for years and never gave a shit. He wrote you letters? What fucking century are we in? He could have showed up the way he did today at any point in these past years but he didn’t. Using your mother being here as an excuse is convenient, but it’s a damn excuse nonetheless. You really can’t be buying this damn story.” His fist slams down on the table, making us all jump. Right now he is scaring me; I have never seen this side of him.


    He looks at me and I don’t know what to say to him. “I have the one thing I have wanted for years and you can’t understand it. Why can’t you just be happy for me?”


    “That’s funny, I thought the one thing you wanted for years was a family that loved you. I fucking gave that to you. I fucking loved you.” He gets up and walks out of the restaurant. He said loved, past tense. Does he not feel like that anymore? I know I have been extremely difficult this past week but I have just been going through so much, he has to understand that. His words cut me, each one like a knife digging into my heart.


    I look back over to my dad, swallowing back the lump in my throat. “I’m sorry about all of that. We have been going through a rough patch and I think you just got the backlash of it. I am so glad that you came and that we had this chance to talk. Are you going to be in town for a while?”


    “I will be here as long as you’ll have me, Sam.” He smiles and his eyes crinkle. I can’t help but smile back at him.


    I settle the check with my waitress and then walk out to the lobby with my dad. I give him a hug, trying to memorize the feeling of it. I have missed him so much that I want to engrain every memory from now on into my brain. He gets into a cab and I walk back to the elevator, knowing that when I get upstairs I will most likely need to deal with a very pissed off Hunter.


    I need to try to maintain control and not fight with him. It’s been my actions that have put him in the state he is in now. As I stand in front of the hotel room, I take a deep breath, readying myself to swallow my pride. I walk into the room and he isn’t in the living room. I check the bathroom and it’s empty too. Maybe he went to lay down, he did end up drinking a lot.


    When I open the door to the bedroom bile rises up my throat.


    No.


    Hunter is lying in the bed naked, while a woman I have never seen before is on top of him, riding him. My hand goes to my mouth as my eyes well up with tears. “Oh my God.”


    Hunter looks up at me with a smile on his face. “Hey doll, you wanna join?”


    “Who is she?” the blonde asks, although my presence doesn’t deter her from continuing to fuck him.


    Hunter laughs before looking at the blonde. “She’s no one, babe.” His hands go to her hips and he is now pretending like I’m not even standing here. I run away from the room and into the next bedroom, not knowing what to do. There is press everywhere downstairs; if I try to leave in this condition it will be the front page story. I lock the door to my bedroom and curl into the fetal position on the bed.


    My heart feels like it has shattered into a million pieces. He made me trust him. He said he was different. He made me feel safe. He told me he loved me.


    I let out a scream as sobs wrack my body.


    I lost him for real this time.


    The sound of them having sex echoes into my room. I can’t stay here and listen to this. I pull out my phone but most of the numbers in it are no one that I can trust. That’s when I pass Jules’ number. She is the only person I feel like I can reach out to. If she even answers my call.


    “Hello?”


    “Jules? It’s Sam.” I choke out the words, barely able to say them.


    “Sam? What’s wrong? Are you okay?” Her voice is worried and she is talking quickly.


    “I need somewhere to go.” I don’t want to get into all of this on the phone but I can’t stay here.


    “Okay, do you want to come here? Is Hunter with you?” His name drives a knife straight through my chest.


    “Would you mind? It’s just me.” I almost whisper the last sentence.


    “Come on over. I’ll be here when you get here.”


    I thank her and then hang up. I text Joe and ask him to get the car but it takes a little while because I can barely see the phone screen through my tears. Trying to hide myself from the waiting cameras, I pull on a hoodie and grab the biggest pair of sunglasses I own.


    ***


    The ride to Jules’ house is a blur. Joe doesn’t ask me what is wrong but my hysterical crying and Hunter’s absence probably gives him a good idea. Once we pull up to her house, I race up the steps and the door opens without me even needing to knock.


    “Oh my God. Sam? What happened?” Her face is full of concern as she takes in my obvious disheveled appearance.


    I step into the house and head straight for the couch. I recount the events of the last week. How I pushed Hunter and everyone else away. How my dad showed up. The fight. The scene in the room.


    “I can’t believe this. I mean, I know his history babe, but I never thought he would cheat on you. I’ve never seen him love someone like he does you.” Her words get to me, only causing the tears I stopped to return. “What are you going to do?”


    I just shake my head.


    I know what I need to do. It’s just a question of if I can do it.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty Six


    Samantha


    


    My phone rings for the third time. I see his name flash across the screen and the only thing I feel is hurt. I can’t believe he even has the nerve to call me right now.


    “You know he isn’t going to stop calling.” I look over and Brian is standing on the other side of the kitchen counter.


    I take a sip of my coffee. “I can’t talk to him. I can’t face him after what he did.” Every time I close my eyes, I see him and that girl. I see the smirk on his face when he saw me in the doorway.


    “Well, you’re gonna have to face him, because there is no way that he will walk away from you without at least coming to see ya.” He looks at me but I don’t respond. I am choosing to handle this situation maturely and ignore it. “Ok well, he called me about ten minutes ago and I told him you were here, so you better ready yourself for that talk.”


    Shit. Brian walks away before I can tell him he sucks ass.


    What am I going to say to him when he gets here? Even thinking about having to face him makes me want to start crying. He shattered me last night. After talking to Jules, I went up to the guest room and cried until I eventually passed out. I thought he was it for me. My family. The person that loved me for me, and would never hurt me. He proved that was all a lie last night.


    I know that the recent problems in our relationship were my fault. They came from my own insecurities and I take responsibility for that. I assumed he would hurt me so I had started to push him away. At this point, I can see that my assumption was right. My plan didn’t work, though. Pushing Hunter away didn’t make it hurt any less when he crushed me.


    Jules comes into the kitchen and I can see the pity in her eyes. “How are you holding up?”


    “Truth?” She nods. “I’m not. I was barely keeping it together this morning before Brian told me that Hunter knew where I was. Now that I know he is coming here I’m just—“


    The doorbell cuts me off.


    I know who it is.


    A pit forms in my stomach as I think about seeing him again.


    “Brian and I are going leave for a little bit. If you want to stay here again tonight, you’re more than welcome.” She gives me a hug before walking away. I hear the door open, and after a few whispered words, it shuts again.


    I know he’s in the room. He’s standing behind me, but I can’t bring myself to turn around and face him. I feel his arms encircle me and I throw them off of me, my sadness quickly replaced with rage that he would dare to touch me. “Don’t you ever touch me again.”


    I turn to face him, confused by the shock that is present on his face. “Sam, talk to me. What’s wrong?”


    “Are you fucking serious?” I can’t believe he just walked in here like nothing happened last night. Like he didn’t completely betray me. Like he wasn’t fucking another woman not even twenty-four hours ago.


    “Yeah, I don’t get why you’re here. Why Brian gave me the look of death and Jules punched me. Why you are looking at me like you hate me.” His eyes seem to be searching for something in mine, but he will find no sign of love.


    “Because I do.” I say this so low that I don’t know if he hears me.


    “You hate me?” his voice is laced with hurt and surprise.


    “Of course I do. Why wouldn’t I? After what you did, I can’t even stand to look at your face.” My voice is strong but inside I want to scream how much I love him.


    “Sam, what are you talking about?”


    “I cannot believe you are still keeping up this innocent bullshit! You cheated on me last night! I had to walk into my hotel room to find you banging that damn bimbo! You looked right at me and kept fucking her! I had to see her smile and laugh at me like I was some pathetic loser! You promised me you would always be there for me! That you would never give up on me the way that everyone else did, but that was a damn lie. Things got tough and you went right back to your old ways.” I cross my arms over my chest in an attempt to hide my heavy breathing. My heart is beating so fast and adrenaline is pumping through my entire body.


    His face pales. “Sam, I would never cheat on you. I love you. I don’t—“


    “No! Don’t you dare ever say those words to me again! You don’t love me.” My voice breaks and I fight to hold back the tears. I need him to leave.


    “I do love you, Samantha. I don’t remember anything that happened last night. Something is wrong.” His voice reeks of desperation. I can tell he wants me to believe him.


    “You’re right, Hunter. Something is wrong. You’re still here. You need to leave. I am officially letting you go, you’re fired. And we are officially over.” I move to walk past him but he grabs my arm.


    Before I know what I’m doing, I slap him across the face. “I said you are not allowed to touch me ever again.”


    “Sam, please I don’t know what’s going on, but you can’t do this. You can’t just say that we are over and that you don’t love me. I know you do.” He is rubbing the spot on his face that is now red from my hand. His eyes bore into me, begging me for some sort of hope. He won’t find any.


    “Correction, I used to love you. To be able to love someone you need a heart. Mine was broken and will never be the same again.” I run up the steps to the guest bedroom, locking the door behind me. A few seconds later, I hear Hunter banging on the door.


    “Sam, please open the door. Don’t end us this way!”


    I pull the covers over my head, hoping to drown out his voice. I start to cry again, releasing everything I held back as I was confronting him. I didn’t want him to see me cry, to see how sad I was. I wanted him to see my anger and only that.


    The noises outside of the door stop and a few minutes later, I hear the door open and close.


    I am so sick of being alone.


    I wish he was still here.


    I wish that we could still be together.


    I miss him already.


    Why’d he have to break us?


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty Seven


    Hunter


    


    Two months.


    That’s how long it’s been since Sam ended things, and I still have no idea what the hell happened. I woke up that morning feeling like I had been hit by a truck with no memory of the night before. I have had a lot more to drink then I had that night and nothing like this had ever happened. I miss her so damn much, but she won’t take my calls.


    I love her so much that not being with her hurts. She said she saw me with that other girl but I can’t believe it. Since I met Sam I haven’t even wanted to look at another girl much less touch one. None of this shit makes sense and she won’t talk to me so I can try to figure it out.


    I took a new job in the industry just to try to be around her. I call her every single day and leave a message, but she never returns my calls. I miss her so damn much and I don’t know what else I can do. Everywhere she goes it’s like she is untouchable; I can’t get within a few feet of her. Tonight I will see her though. My client, Angela, has an award show to attend and Sam will be there too.


    I take a deep breath before exiting the limo and helping Angela out. My eyes scan the crowd, searching for Sam. I finally see her and her slime ball father. There is something up with that guy. The first time I met him, I knew that he was up to no good. The excuses he was feeding Sam were ridiculous.


    I study her as I walk with Angela into the building. There is no smile on her face. No light in her eyes. There is no trace of the girl I knew. The girl I still love. She looks like she’s lost weight and I worry that she relapsed and fell back into her old habits. I need to get to her tonight, even if I have to sneak into her hotel room.


    I will get to her.


    ***


    The event ended and I made sure that Angela got back to her room. Ryan reluctantly had his guy hack into the hotel’s system and find out what room Jules is staying in. Now that I’m walking toward her door, I’m getting nervous. Joe is outside, which is strange, considering he is only her driver. He sees me coming and his eyes widen in surprise.


    “Hunter, what are you doing here?”


    “Joe, I need to talk to her. I know that your job is to keep people out but I need to see her, please just—“


    “Go.” I look at him in confusion. “Go in there. She hasn’t been the same since you two parted and I hate that father of hers. Try to bring back whatever part of her you can.”


    Joe’s words have me even more worried for Sam than I was before. “Thanks.” I give him a nod before he slides the key card in and opens the door.


    “Sam?” The suite is silent and I don’t want to piss her off by walking in on her getting dressed or something. As much as seeing her like that again would make me so fucking happy, I want this to go well. I call her name a few more times before hearing a loud crash and a scream. Everything that is going on right now is giving me a bad feeling.


    I text Ryan, letting him know our location and that if he doesn’t hear from me in five, that I might need back-up. I race into the room the noise came from to find Sam on the floor. I run to her, dropping to my knees and checking for a pulse. Thank God she has one.


    “Sam? What happened?” I stroke her face, trying to wake her up.


    I hear a gun being cocked behind my head. “Don’t move, motherfucker.” I put my hands up as Sam starts to wake up. Her eyes go wide as she looks up at me. “Stand up and move over to the bed. Take that little bitch with you.”


    I help Sam up and the way that she winces as she stands makes me want to kill whoever hurt her. I turn around and see none other than her father holding the gun. “I knew you were a lying piece of shit.”


    “Yeah, you did. Too bad dumb ass here wouldn’t listen to you. All I had to do was say a few nice words to her and poof, she chose me over you. That and setting you up helped some too.” He smiles at me.


    “What the fuck do you mean?” My anger is building.


    “He means that we made it so my dimwit daughter would catch you in the act and leave you. Our plan never would have worked if you were still in the picture.” I look to the entrance of the bathroom and see Sam’s mother. Holy fuck.


    “You coming here tonight is actually pretty perfect. We weren’t planning on killing her for a few more weeks but everyone loves a Romeo and Juliet story.” Her mother walks over to where her father stands. The smile on her face shows that she is proud of herself, sick fuck. A chill of fear runs through my body, not for myself but for her. What if I fail? What if I can’t protect her like I promised her I would?


    “What the hell is wrong with the two of you?” Sam clings to me from behind and I can feel her body shaking. “This is your daughter. You should love her and treat her like she is the most important thing in the world to you. Instead, you make her life hell and then scheme to, what? Kill her for money?”


    “Don’t make it sound so easy, dear. Convincing that waitress to spike your drink and finding a girl who would willingly sleep with you, was no easy task. Unfortunately, since you ruined the stalker plan, we had to take drastic measures.” I hear Sam take a quick breath, in what I can only assume is shock. I fucking knew it. I knew there was no way I would have ever done that to her. These assholes think that they can just fuck with everyone’s life and it makes me sick. “It’s actually good that you came here. I had a feeling if we got rid of her you would have been a problem. I can’t tell you how entertaining it was to listen to your messages too. Sam, I love you. Sam, please talk to me. Sam, I’m not me without you. You are absolutely pathetic.” Sam’s hands grip my sides harder; I thought she had gotten the messages and never responded. Little did I know the she-devil was back and worse than ever. I have never wanted to punch a bitch in the face so much. This woman is the damn devil incarnate.


    I’m praying that Ryan got my text and is already on his way. Judging by their faces, it won’t be long until these two lose the tiny grip they have on reality. I wish Sam would have found some way to reach out to me. I would have found a way to get her out of their clutches. I would have saved her. Fuck it.


    I turn my back on them and hold her face between my hands. For their plan to work, a bullet in the back would be hard to stage. I hear them telling me to turn around but my eyes are connected with Sam’s


    “I love you so much. Whatever happens here, know that you are worthy of being loved. That these two sickos aren’t something to measure your worth by. You are the most incredible person I have ever met.” I kiss her but then I hear footsteps coming up from behind me.


    I turn quickly to see her father approaching and swing my right fist into his cheek. It feels so good to drive my fist into him that I don’t stop I follow his body to the floor, laying into him again and again.


    I hear a loud bang.


    Ryan and everyone are here.


    Sam’s mother turns and points the gun at her.


    I run not thinking of anything else but keeping her safe.


    A pain spreads through my chest.


    The blackness envelops me as I sink to the floor.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty Eight


    Samantha


    


    I hold the single white rose in my hand as I stare at the coffin. A tear runs down my cheek as I mourn the man who gave his life for mine. A man who was one of the few people that showed me loyalty. I have never been to a military funeral but I’ll never forget it. The flag is draped over the coffin, thanking the man inside for his service. The shots ring out to honor their veteran one last time. I had never even known that he served in the military. I line up to toss my rose and say one final goodbye, wishing I could thank him for what he did.


    As I walk away from the grave site, I cross my arms over my chest, trying to hold in the tears. The paparazzi show no limits and have even followed me here. I saw a few behind the trees as I was listening to the pastor says the final blessing. I sit in the car and let the tears flow down my face. These past four days have been absolute hell. I have spent most of them mourning and crying.


    I pull up to the hospital, clinging to the box I picked up before the funeral. When I walk into the room, a wave of disappointment hits me. He still isn’t awake.


    I sit down and stroke Hunter’s face with my hand. The monitors beep steadily, indicating that he is okay, but I can’t accept that until he wakes up. The fact that it could have been Hunter’s funeral I was attending instead of Joe’s, is not lost on me. I thought he was gone for a while. He was in surgery for hours and even after that, it was touch and go in the ICU. The bullet just missed his heart, thank God, or I would have lost him. Everything happened so fast that night.


    The door flew open and Joe was there with Ryan and the police. My mother panicked and fired a shot at Joe, causing him to fall into the sea of people behind him. Before anyone could get to her she fired a shot at me. Hunter had caught her movement, though and jumped in front of me. He sacrificed himself for me. I held him until the EMT’s could make their way into the room telling him how much I loved him. My mother was shot by the police, and my father and Detective Marks are awaiting trial on numerous charges.


    The image of him and that girl still haunts me. I know now that it wasn’t his fault and he wasn’t himself during it. That doesn’t mean that the image is erased from my mind. I’m working past it. Working to forget.


    I have sat by his bed every minute that they would let me. Jules, Lacey and all of the boys have been by but he hasn’t woken up yet. The longer he stays asleep, the more I worry that he won’t wake up. That’s when I feel it. A slight pressure on my hand. I stare at his hand on top of mine to make sure that I hadn’t imagined it and I see his fingers flex. I stand up, the chair behind me crashing to the floor.


    “Hunter? Hunter, open your eyes. It’s Sam. I’m here.” My voice is full of hope and wishing.


    I press the call button to alert the nurses and when I look back at his face, I see his eyes open. My chest feels like it might burst from the intense feelings rolling through me. I can’t stop myself, as I lean down, kissing him, needing him to realize that I still love him. That I never stopped.


    “I knew I was irresistible, but damn girl.” His voice is hoarse and I can tell it hurts to talk, but that doesn’t stop his smartass instinct. I smile at him, knowing I wouldn’t have him any other way.


    “You really scared me, you know.” I feel like this all may be a dream, like he is really still asleep.


    The nurse comes and begins to assess his current state, noting all his vitals and asking him different sorts of questions. When she leaves, I return to my place beside him. He sets down the glass of water she had given him on his bedside table.


    “You’re too beautiful to cry, you know.” His hand reaches out, and his thumb brushes away a stray tear that is falling down my cheek.


    “I missed you so much. I wanted to reach out to you and to ask you for help but it was like I was a prisoner. They took my phone and my father shadowed me everywhere I went. I never had a minute alone. I didn’t mean what I said. Even when I thought you had betrayed me, I never stopped loving you.” I need him to understand how much he means to me and how much I wish nothing had ever come between us. I wish I would have let him talk that day and maybe we could have figured out that things didn’t add up. I was just so mad and hurt that I couldn’t bear to even listen to his voice.


    “I would’ve never done anything like that to you. I love you with every inch of me, Samantha Baker. You are the only girl aside from my sister and my mother who has ever held a place in my heart.”


    I kiss him again, wanting to make up for all of the time we were apart. “I got you something. I had a feeling that you would wake up today. I don’t know why it just felt right, so I stopped and picked this up.” I hand him the box but then realize he isn’t sitting up, so I raise his bed a little more. “Do you want me to open it for you?”


    “No, I’m not a cripple. Just a hero.” He winks at me before focusing on opening the box. I’m glad that he is in good spirits and that the injury hasn’t affected more than his body. There was a time when they were saying that the bullet may have caused nerve damage in the spine, which could affect him mentally. “You think you’re cute, huh?”


    I look back up at him with a smile. In his lap is a pink cupcake.


    “Don’t know if I’m allowed to eat this yet, but I get your symbolization and I don’t take well to teasing. Once I’m all healed, you will be in for it.” He grins at me before reaching for my hand. My core tightens at his promise. “Are we okay again?”


    “We are more than okay.” I lean over the bed, taking his face in my hands. “You, Hunter Stone, are never getting rid of me again.”


    “I’m gonna hold you to that.” He leans up and kisses me. It’s a kiss full of promises.


    A promise of love.


    A promise of caring.


    A promise of forever.
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