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Synopsis

Billionaire Carter Brooks has everything at his fingertips. As the eldest son running his family's hotels and casino chains, he has everything a man can want, except the fiancé he lost in a car accident before his wedding.

Losing her almost destroyed him, and he did not want to feel that type of pain again, but then a whirlwind named Zahara came into his life, and he tried keeping her at arm’s length until the day he gave into the attraction between them that one time, before walking away from her.

So why could he not forget about her and the time he made her his in a small cabin in Colorado? Zahara was all wrong for him and did not belong in his world or in his life. But life has a funny way of twisting your world upside down, and now he was forced to marry the woman he did not want to give his unborn child a home. He was determined to only give her his name and his body, not his heart.

Tropes:

	Forced Marriage 
	Love at First Sight 
	Billionaire 
	Second Chance 
	Grumpy Sunshine 
	Alpha Male 
	Curvy Female 
	Age Gap: Older Man/Younger Woman 
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I don’t normally make playlists when writing, but this song moved me once I heard it. If you would like to play it when you get to Chapter 16 or after you finish the book, you will see what I mean.

The characters mentioned in this novel are from past romance books I have written and the ones that will be coming out next. I love interweaving my characters in and out of novels and series while keeping my main characters at the fore front, see above for more information.


Prologue

Zahara had been determined to try and forget, at least for a little while, about the man she’d fallen in love with at first sight. The man who had spurned all her attempts to get to know him and develop a relationship between them—which she knew in her heart they were destined to be in. She just needed some time to regroup and would approach him again when he had calmed down from the fiasco in the barn and their time in the cabin. She felt that the connection between them was scaring him, and he needed some time to come to his senses and realize what she meant to him.

Didn’t they say absence makes the heart grow fonder?

Carter had been through so much and had built up a hard wall around him, but being the determined woman she was, Zahara was going to chip away at that wall until it came crumbling down. The man had revealed himself through the love and care he had taken with her when they made love for the first time in the cabin. That day, he showed her that he was worth fighting for. She felt one with him, even though it was her first time, and she knew in her heart that there would never be anyone else for her. But after, when they got dressed, Carter had shut down on her again and had made sure to push her away with the hurtful things he said to her to get her to go home and back to school. She had tried reaching out since, but her texts were left on unread, or he simply didn’t respond.

The hurt of his avoidance was painful, and her studies had helped to occupy her mind.

Until she took the test.

Zahara stared at the two still very dark red lines on the pregnancy test she took two weeks ago. She’d not been surprised to find out that she was pregnant. She had been feeling off the last month, and she finally realized she’d not gotten her period in over two months. After the incident at her sister’s ranch and what happened at the cabin with Carter—and the way he had been so cold to her afterwards—she focused only on her studies when school started in the fall. She had been so preoccupied that she didn’t notice that she hadn’t needed to pick up pads in a while.

When she finally reached out again, telling him it was an emergency and she needed to talk to him. This time she was able to breathe a sigh of relief when she’d finally gotten through to him, Carter had responded through his secretary, who had called to tell Zahara to come to his office in Vegas for them to speak.

A gambit of emotions had overwhelmed her. Joy, fear, concern, and love. She and Carter had created a new being. They had not planned it, and she’d not expected to be a mother this soon. Zahara had wanted to get her degree and start her cosmetics business before having a family, but fate had other ideas for her and Carter. He was now going to be a father, and this was even more confirmation that what she felt with Carter that night had been real. It reaffirmed that they were meant to be together, but the man was being stubborn and creating obstacles to prevent them from being together. One of his excuses was that he felt she was young and impulsive, while he was an older man who preferred more mature and sophisticated women.

That had stung a bit because she was an adult and mature enough to know what she wanted—and whom. But now he could not avoid her any longer, and a part of her dreaded what was to come because she didn’t know how he was going to react to the news that he was going to be a father. If he continued to be stubborn and didn’t want the child, she would raise it on her own. At least she would always have a piece of him with her.

A female robotic voice broke through her thoughts. “Zahara has arrived at her destination.”

She took a deep breath and looked up at the impressive Vegas hotel and casino. It was owned and run by the Brooks family, Carter being the head of the business. When Carter graduated from university, his father, Carter Sr., had passed over the reins to him after working alongside his son for a few years.

Seeing that his son was better at running the family empire, Carter Sr. had stepped down to retire and spend his time on his hobbies and his wife. They were a very private family, and not much was known about the rest of them, except the one interview in which Carter mentioned he had siblings. But Zahara knew more about them now after that time in Colorado when she had met Carter and his half-brother Leaf. She also knew he had two fraternal twin brothers, Michael and Ben.

The hotel was impressive and busy, with taxis and Ubers arriving and people getting out or leaving. The building was a massive red, gold, and black hotel with glass in the shape of an upside-down V running down the front of it, forming an arch for guests to pass through on their way to the lobby.

Zahara glanced down at the pregnancy test in her hand and put it inside of her purse before exiting the Uber. She stretched a little, as she had gotten an Uber from the airport as soon as she landed. She didn’t bring anything with her except for the clothes she was wearing and her purse.

“Ma’am, welcome to the V,” she heard a pleasant male voice say. She turned to see an older gentleman wearing a black uniform with red and gold accents smiling down at her welcomingly. His smile turned to confusion for a second when his glance shifted, taking in that she didn’t have any luggage with her.

She smiled back up at him. “Short stay; I have a meeting with Carter Brooks.” The older gentleman nodded.

“Make your way to reception, and they will call his secretary to come and get you,” the man said before he went to the next person exiting a parked car.

Zahara pushed up her glasses and straightened her shoulders before she walked towards the glass doors of the hotel. She was wearing her yellow and orange floral empire-waist dress, a thick jean jacket, and orange-colored flat shoes. Nevada was dry and a bit cold for September.

The wind picked up the curls she had painstakingly done this morning before catching her flight out of New York, where she attended Columbia University. She had looked at her reflection in the airport bathroom mirror to make sure her makeup was still holding up. For some reason, her eyeliner and mascara tended to smudge or run. Her sister Selena said it was because she needed to add setting spray to help it stay in place and last longer. Zahara was beginning to learn about this in her cosmetic science studies, but her makeup would still not behave. Staring into the mirror, she had taken in her brown skin, dark eyebrows, round cheeks, and slightly pointed chin. Altogether, Zahara thought her face was pretty, especially her hazel eyes—her best feature—in her elfin face. She also thought she had the cutest plump lips, and she knew that Carter loved them because he would suck on them before deepening the kiss between them.

Just thinking about that was making her wet, and she gave a low groan.

“Ma’am, are you alright?” She jumped and turned to see the same hotel employee now regarding her with concern. She gave him a sheepish smile.

“I am alright! Just thinking of something I should not be thinking about right now.” Zahara shrugged.

His eyebrows rose in surprise, and he shook his head. Zahara left him to continue his job before she could do anything else to embarrass herself.

Once she had passed through the arch in the upside-down V, she paused just inside the hotel doors. Zahara sucked in a breath. Outside had been impressive, but the interior décor was exquisite, with gold, red, and black accents running through everything, including the marble floor and carpet.

Her head moved from one side to the other as she took in the ambience of the hotel, listening to the sounds of the machines going off in the casino. The area was alive with conversations and the hustle and bustle of the staff moving about as they took care of the patronage.

“Welcome to the V! Would you like a glass of champagne?” she heard someone say near her.

“No thank you.” The woman nodded and went to the next person entering the hotel behind her.

Zahara moved across the marble floor towards the busiest part of the hotel, the check-in desk. She waited her turn until she reached the front of the line and stood in front of the reception staff, who wore slightly different tailored outfits in matching colors.

A young blond man smiled at her. “Welcome to the V. May I have your driver’s license and credit card?”

“Oh, I am not here to check in. Can you please call Isa and let her know that Zahara is here?”

The man nodded and picked up the phone before punching in some numbers and then listening.

“Yes, Isa. There is a...” He glanced at her.

“Zahara.”

He smiled. “Zahara is here to see you. Okay, thank you.”

“She will be right down. Would you like something to drink while you are waiting?”

“Actually, yes. Some water would be nice.”

He nodded, and before she knew it, someone was at her side with a bottle of water.

“If you don’t mind, please stand to the side and wait or have a seat in the lobby.” He gave her another smile before nodding to the person standing behind her to approach the counter.

Zahara took a step to the side and opened the bottle of water. Taking a sip, she glanced around, taking in more of the casino, when she spotted a plump woman in a business suit with a serious expression approaching her.

She tensed, sensing that she was about to be given some news that she didn’t want to hear, but she put on a friendly smile for the woman when she came to a stop in front of her.

Isa did not return the smile. “I am very sorry that you came all this way, but Carter had to change his plans. He had to leave for an important meeting with a new client, but he wants you to stay. He will put you up in one of the suites overnight until he can see you in his office.”

It hurt to hear that Carter found a meeting more important than seeing her. Zahara had been looking forward to this since she was told to come see him in person. She had missed him horribly and had hoped that he felt the same way too.

“I...” Zahara paused when she spotted Carter and a tall blond woman come out of the elevator together. With her fair complexion and his dark hair colour, the pair made a striking couple. They paused by the closed doors, having an animated discussion. Zahara watched Carter smile down at the beautiful woman with affection before he tucked her hand into his arm and then led her down a hallway, away from where Isa and Zahara were standing.

Isa had turned to see what Zahara was looking at. She now turned back to her with a guarded expression.

Zahara tried to swallow past the lump in her throat. She had heard rumours that Carter Brooks was now seeing an heiress whose family owned chains of jewelry stores, but she had brushed it aside as a rumour because of their time in the cabin. It had been special for her, and she thought it had been the same for him, but now...

“Who is that with Carter?”

“It’s the jewelry heiress Bianca Core. They are now—” Isa began.

“I don’t think I will be staying. I need to get back to New York. Tell Carter I will reach out again later,” Zahara interrupted. She could not look at Isa for fear that she would break out crying.

“But—”

“Thank you.” Zahara turned to hurry away from Isa and the hotel, her heart breaking.


Chapter 1

Two months later.

“Earth to Carter! You know you stopped hitting the punching bag a couple of minutes ago and almost took me out,” a sardonic male voice said.

Carter came out of his thoughts with a start. He had been thinking that he hadn’t heard from Zahara in two months, and it was bugging him. He should be glad that she was no longer calling, texting, or sending him emails and that she had finally moved on; given up on the idea of the two of them being together and that she was the one for him. Then why were his emotions in turmoil over the fact that she had gone silent?

At first, he had been irate over the fact that she hadn’t stayed that day she came to see him in the hotel. Something came up that needed his attention, and he had offered to put her up for the night so that they could finally have the important discussion she wanted to have. It had piqued his interest, and he had planned on hearing her out one last time before sending her on her way. He was curious to know what idea or notion had popped into her head to convince him that she was the right woman for him.

He snorted. She was a menace and needed a keeper, but he was not going to be the one to fill that role.

His eyes focused when he heard a snapping sound in front of his face. He swatted away the hand of his half-brother, Leaf, who was standing there with a knowing grin on his face, the punching bag still between them.

His younger brother Michael paused as he walked by with a towel, rubbing the sweat from his face. Michael grinned and turned to Leaf.

“Lost focus again. It’s been happening a lot lately. Thinking about her again, is he?” His silver eyes twinkled with mirth.

“And he is too stubborn to admit to himself that he wants her.” Ben, Carter’s other younger brother and Michael’s fraternal twin, stopped on the other side of Leaf, regarding his older brother with silver eyes that looked just like his twin’s. Where Michael’s hair was dark like Carter’s, Ben’s was a light brown.

Carter scowled at them and then punched the bag, hitting all three of them like pin balls and sending them staggering back. He smirked when the trio glared at him.

The private gym’s doors opened, and in walked two dark-skinned women. One was tall and on the thick side, her workout outfit—a big t-shirt and shorts—hanging loose on her. Her hair was twisted into braids and gathered in a bun on top of her head. She wore minimal makeup on her dark complexion. She was pretty in a natural way, but not as glamorously pretty as her companion, whose body-hugging workout gear showed off her petite curves to perfection. Everything went well together and nothing was out of place. Her hair was straightened and pulled into a loose ponytail, her makeup immaculately done, making her deep-brown eyes stand out in her elfin face.

The taller of the two spotted the men and smiled. Carter waved at Michael and Ben’s best friend Ambra and her older sister Diamond. He was glad to see the girls because now his younger brothers’ attention would be off him and onto the ladies that had just come in.

And Carter was right. His brothers lost interest in him as soon as the women came in. Michael jogged over to them and enveloped Ambra in his sweaty embrace. She shrieked when he rubbed his wet cheek against hers and then smashed her forehead into the sweat on his chest. Ben took his time going over to them. He nodded at both of them, and Carter noticed his eyes tracking Diamond as she ignored all of them and went to the women’s change room to put down her gym bag.

“Oh, it’s on Micki,” Ambra said. “Just you wait. I am a patient woman, and I will wait until you least expect it. It might come today, tomorrow, or next year, but an Ambra surprise is coming.” Michael ducked as she swatted at him, and he trotted off to the treadmills area. He put on his headphones before starting the treadmill and breaking into a run, giving her a wink and blowing her a kiss.

Ambra narrowed her eyes and then turned to Ben. She gave him a hug before talking to him for a minute and then following her sister into the change room, pausing for a second to look back at Michael preoccupied with listening to his music and running in place.

Ben still stood where Ambra had left him, his attention focused on the changeroom door and Carter sighed because he knew that Ben had a crush on Diamond. Even though he tried to hide it with his closed-off expressions, the tick in his jaw always gave him away. When Ben was little, you could never tell when he was angry or upset. He would just stare at you calmly until you noticed that little tightening of his jaw, the only indication that he was upset about something. It had been very active lately whenever he was in the presence of Diamond.

His thoughts then turned to Ben and Michael’s best friend since private school. Ambra was in love with his playboy brother, who had no clue that she felt that way and only thought of her as one of the guys. It didn’t help that she acted like one of them and had been a tomboy since they all went to school together.

Carter gritted his teeth when he felt Leaf’s presence at his side. “So, when are you going to admit to yourself that you are interested in Zahara and want to see her again?”

“I don’t.” He grabbed the punching bag and gave it to his brother to hold. Putting his hands up into position before throwing the punch, he paused as Leaf held the bag away, his eyes wide with disbelief.

Carter sighed. “Leaf, I don’t miss her, I just hope she is keeping out of trouble and not trying her experimental concoctions on some unsuspecting person.” He grumbled the last part and flushed as he remembered when she had tried to get him to try the lip balm she had created. Instead of letting her test it on his skin first, he had snatched it out of her hand so that he wouldn’t have to feel her touch on his skin. Her touch would send a warm, tingling sensation through him, which kept him wanting more. Hoping to avoid that at all costs, he had put the balm on his lips before testing it on his wrist, where a reaction would most likely occur. He hadn’t thought he was allergic to anything until he met her.

Leaf gave a sudden bark of laughter and Carter scowled, knowing his brother was remembering how he had looked at the ranch that day.

“Come on big brother. I know that she has an effect on you. Even now you are not your usual boring know-it-all self. I think it is about time you gave someone else a chance. It has been a couple of years since Delilah’s death, and it must be lonely having a woman just for the night. You seem to have—” Leaf sputtered to a stop, searching his brother’s face. Carter’s lips were clamped together in a firm line, and he was shaking his head.

Every part of him had frozen over at the mention of his dead fiancée’s name. Even though it had been years, the guilt and sorrow of losing the woman he had loved still weighed him down at times.

He didn’t bother to answer his brother; he just indicated with his gloves that he was ready.

“We will table this for now,” Leaf said with a sigh.

“Thank you. So how is your darling wife doing? Any babies in the oven yet for Mother to cuddle?”

Leaf raised his eyebrows and then he scowled. “She would be pregnant right now if someone did not have her working late all the time. She is always so tired when she comes home.”

Carter paused in taking jabs at the bag and shrugged. “Sorry if her new job as my chief accountant for our chain of hotels and casinos is keeping your wife busy. She is part of the family now and has responsibilities, unlike her husband.” He stared pointedly at his brother.

“Not going to take the bait. You have two up-and-coming protégées to choose from in the twins. Plus, you will not have my wife here for long. As soon as she gets up to speed, we are heading back to Colorado and our ranch. She will work remotely unless she needs to be at head office here with you. And you are deflecting.”

“I am not deflecting. There is nothing to talk about, it was just—” He snapped his mouth shut. No one knew about what happened between Zahara and him that day in one of Stella’s cabins on her ranch.

Leaf’s eyebrows quirked up. “What? What were you going to say?”

“Nothing, never mind. Just drop it. Zahara and I are not open for discussion, and we will never be together. She does not belong in my world.”

“Be careful! Never say never.” Leaf smirked before holding the bag in position for Carter, who stood frozen because he suddenly felt a tingle running down his back.


Chapter 2

Carter waited in his car as he watched the students walk by on campus. He did not know how he’d ended up here, but he just wanted to see her again. His family was right; he had been losing focus lately. His thoughts preoccupied with her and how she was doing.

He hadn’t seen her since that time at Calum and Selena’s ranch. He’d come here on a whim, before he had to head to the airport to get back home. He’d been in town on business, scouting new hotel locations, and before he knew it, he was parked outside of her university, hoping to catch a glimpse of her. He told himself he just wanted to make sure she was okay and see her one last time before he would leave and put her and his thoughts about her away for good.

The students were eyeing him and the car he had rented. He knew he could not stay long because he was starting to draw attention, and that was the last thing he needed. He was about to drive off when he spotted her.

She was walking towards him on the sidewalk next to the narrow road. He stiffened when he noticed a young male student at her side. His eyes were drawn back to her, taking in her outfit. Zahara was wearing a black winter coat with a long scarf tucked into the open front. On her head was a cute black knitted hat with two white fluffy balls on opposite ends. Her glasses were a bit fogged up from the chilly weather. She was chatting and laughing, looking happy and carefree, which put Carter in a dark mood. She did not look like someone who was pining for him. In fact, she seemed to have moved on with the man she was talking to.

He heard himself growl with jealousy when he saw her place a hand on the other student’s arm. They paused, turning as the man looped her scarf around her neck, giving Carter a good look at her from the side. He could not believe what his eyes were seeing.

Carter sat up straighter, and rage swept through him. He flung his car door open, not even grabbing his coat, leaving the car running as he stalked towards them, his angry stride swallowing the distance.

She must have sensed something because she turned her head and spotted him. Her eyes widened in shock. Her companion, seeing her expression, turned and looked between Zahara and Carter. The male student placed a hand on her arm, and his nostrils flared with outrage.

Noting his anger, Zahara turned to the other student and stammered something to him. The other man looked concerned, but he nodded and kept going while she turned and waited for Carter to reach her. She lifted her chin in defiance and glared up at him when he was directly in front of her, breathing down at her like an angry dragon.

“Zahara, when were you going to tell me you were carrying my child?” he snapped angrily.

“Hello to you too.” She moved around him and began walking.

“Zahara. Answer me. And where do you think you are going?”

“I’m cold, and you left your car running and unattended. It’s still not safe, even if the car is parked on campus,” she said over her shoulder. Carter straightened up, realizing he was hunched over from the cold. He followed her, realizing that she was right. He had forgotten himself when he saw the condition she was in.

He took in the back of her long, puffy winter coat hugging her womanly shape. His gaze dropped to the sway of her ample hips, and he remembered the way he had gripped her soft skin as he plunged himself into her wet sheath over and over again.

He was semi-hard now just thinking about the way she had responded to him so beautifully.

Zahara stopped and she turned her head around and eyed him as if she could sense his thoughts. He stared back at her, keeping his expression neutral as she searched his face, and then she frowned before turning back around and continuing to walk.

Carter stepped up his pace, passing her. He realized he had been following behind her, letting her take the lead, and he could not have that. As a man that led others, he was not about to let Zahara think that she had any power over him.

She huffed with exasperation at his back when he moved in front of her, and he knew she had gotten the message when he heard, “Ass.”

His lips quirked up for a second at her fiery nature and how she always spoke her mind with him. Delilah had always agreed to everything he wanted, up until…

Carter shut down his mind, shying away from his thoughts about his deceased fiancée. He refocused on the fact that Zahara was now pregnant and carrying his child. He had no doubt in his mind that the child was his, as he had been her very first lover. But then, she could have... He spun around quickly, opening his mouth, but she moved fast for a pregnant woman and gripped his shirt to raise her face close to his.

“Don’t even think for a second that this child is not yours. I have not been with anyone since you,” she said angrily, clearly hurt. She released his shirt, then marched past him and wrenched the car door on the passenger’s side open. She glared angrily at him before sitting down and closing the door again.

Carter was suddenly filled with a feeling that he couldn’t describe at hearing what she had just said—that no one had touched her since him. He didn’t want to care for her in that way, so he squashed that feeling and made his way over to the open door on the driver’s side. He got in and closed the door, adjusting himself a bit because he had gotten hard when her plump lips were close to his. In that moment, he had wanted to kiss her sassy mouth, but he had controlled himself.

The only sound now was the engine running and their breathing as they sat in silence. He was trying to collect his thoughts because his mind was whirling with the fact that he was going to be a father and responsible not only for running his family’s empire, but also the future of someone who was not even born yet.

Zahara interrupted his musings. “Can you turn up the heat a little bit? I want to take off my jacket, it’s a little tight.” He heard a rustling sound as she began to undo her jacket.

He was on autopilot, still trying to come to grips with everything, and he did as she asked, turning his head to see her taking off her hat and unzipping her coat.

Carter froze in place as his gaze took in her rosy cheeks on her brown skin and her now fogged-up glasses. Her thick, dark-brown hair was straight this time instead of the natural waves that fell beyond her shoulder blades. This looked nice on her, but he preferred her curly hair. He took in the green corduroy jumper and high black turtleneck she wore, neither hiding her ample chest. His mind flashed to him holding her breasts, one in each hand, his fingers playing around the peaks as he suckled on her dark, hard areolas, her cries letting him know that she loved it.

She cleared her throat delicately, and his eyes flashed to hers for a second, noting the darkening of her hazel eyes. They had been more brown than green when he first approached her, but they were now turning green with her emotions, and she was reacting to him looking at her breasts like a love-starved teenager. When he was around her, he could not control his basic impulses. She made him lose control, and he didn’t like it.

Carter straightened up and regarded her coldly now. She raised an eyebrow at his now closed-off expression and then pulled the coat the rest of the way open so he could see her pregnant belly. He estimated she should be four months along, but she looked more like five months.

He turned in his seat, taking in all the changes that pregnancy had caused in her. She glowed, her skin smooth and unblemished, her face still the same. The only difference was that her breasts were bigger, and her belly of course. Other than that, Zahara looked the same.

“When were you going to tell me that you were pregnant Zahara? Or were you going to wait until you could use this to—”

“Fuck you.” He straightened up, becoming angry at her foul language and being spoken to that way, but she ignored him and began to reach for the door as she continued. “I did. I called, I emailed; no response from you at all. My last attempt, hell, I even showed up at your doorstep like you told me to, but you were too busy with your new girlfriend. And before we go down the road of did I do this deliberately to get you. No! I am not psychic. I didn’t know you would come after me and fuck me without a condom. Look at me, I am pregnant, my emotions are everywhere, and you have got me cursing. You are a—” He reached for her as her potty mouth continued, and they began to struggle.

“Let go of me, you arrogant, thoughtless neanderthal. You do not need to worry about me being in your life or throwing myself at your feet, I am done chasing you; I won’t keep the baby from you. We can work something out with our lawyers for you to have visitation rights. I was in the process of doing that before you showed up anyway because that seemed to be the only way to let you know. So here we are, and you can now go to he—”

He dragged her to him, being careful of her belly, and cupped his hand behind her head, feeling her soft skin on his, her coarse hair caressing the top of his hand. He slammed his mouth down on top of hers, taking her in a fiery, punishing kiss. He was angry about this new situation between them, with him getting her pregnant at such a young age, but also because he couldn’t hold back any longer and wanted a taste of her.

She made angry muffled sounds that had him grinning despite his ire for a second. Then he felt her beginning to give in and melting against his chest, opening herself up to him like the sweetest nectar from a flower. His tongue delved in and swept past her plump lips, and his tongue reacquainted itself with her texture and the flavour of her favourite mint candy. When he breathed in, he caught the light floral scent of her skin.

He felt her hands snake up, and one cupped the side of his jaw, holding him in place while the other sifted through his hair until it reached his scalp, where she rested her fingertips, her nails biting in when he deepened the kiss and ravished her mouth like a man starved. Carter didn’t want to admit it, but he was hungry. He groaned and raised his other hand to cup her breast, feeling the new weight of it. She purred into his mouth and pushed her hardened nipple against his hand, begging for more of his caress.

They jumped apart when they heard loud whistling and a hard thump on top of the car’s hood. Carter turned and stared at the offenders until they looked uncomfortable and left. Then he stiffened when he heard Zahara’s husky voice.

“You missed me,” she said, sounding surprised.

He turned to stare at her and saw that she was grinning from ear to ear, happiness shining in her yes. He let out an internal groan because this was the straightforward, cheeky woman he remembered from the ranch. The one who told him they were meant to be together. It looked like she was about to get her wish, but not in the way she had hoped. Yes, he wanted her physically, but that was all. He had no love for her and knew that she would eventually be hurt when she finally accepted that.

“Zahara.”

“Don’t try and deny it. That kiss was like a hungry man starving for a good meal.”

He had to bite back a snort of laughter; did he mention she was very cheeky?

Carter sighed. “Nothing has changed for me Zahara. Do I find you attractive, yes, what man wouldn’t, but that is all that it—”

“Uh huh, keep telling yourself that,” she interrupted.

His lips pressed together in annoyance. And when he saw another person walk by and look into the car curiously, he knew they needed somewhere private to talk.

“Is there a spot near campus where we can go and talk about the baby?”

She nodded. “Yes, I live nearby within walking distance; it’s not too far. It is one of the condo apartments to the right, the one in the middle. I have a place there while I am attending school.”

He paused before putting the car in reverse.

“How did it go with your parents finding out about you switching your major?”

She shrugged, and a sad look crossed her face. “They have stopped helping me with school until I come to my senses.”

He cursed under his breath and frowned. “Then how are you affording school and the cost of the condo?” He nodded his head towards the buildings she had indicated earlier. “That condo doesn’t look cheap.”

Zahara turned to face him. “Through grants and with the help of Selena, Callum, and Aunt Vera.”

He was happy that she had family to depend on but felt guilty that he had been ignoring her all this time while she was struggling on her own.

“You could have come to me for help,” he said gruffly.

She scowled. “Now how could I have come to you for help when you were avoiding me? Hmm.”

“You should have tried harder.”

She gaped at him in surprise, and his lips quirked up before he put the car in reverse and headed down the road.


Chapter 3

Zahara’s gaze took in Carter’s curious expression as she showed him her bachelor apartment. It was a small unit, but it fit her means, and she didn’t need all that much space. Just enough to run her experiments, study, eat, and sleep, which was basically all she had been doing since she started school again.

Her lab partner had been walking her home from school when Carter had stormed up towards them. Yes stormed, looking like an angry grey cloud and cold like the winter they were having in New York. But to her, it was as if the sun had come out and was shining on her. She had felt warmth and happiness spread through her entire body.

She was feeling the same way now, having him in her home and near her again, even though she shouldn’t. They had much to discuss: the baby and the woman she saw the day she had tried to go and see him. Judging from the way he had kissed her in the car though, she didn’t think anything was going on between them.

“So, the woman I saw you with at your casino. Are you still together?” Zahara blurted out.

Carter had been inspecting her chemistry thermometers, pipettes, and beakers. He had raised one of the beakers filled with liquid and frowned, opening his mouth to lecture her, she was sure. But she had beaten him to the punch with her question. He straightened up, his silver gaze meeting hers as he put down the beaker.

He stood there in his black dress pants with a tan belt, black patent dress shoes encasing his feet, and a white collared shirt with matching white buttons running down the front, complemented by silver cuff links. He put his hands in his pockets, stretching the material across his firm thighs, and Zahara licked her lips as she eyed the outline of his cock. She was suddenly very warm for a different reason. Her pussy began to throb, and she squeezed her legs together. Her glance flicked back up to his to see him watching her with a guarded expression.

He moved towards her until he was standing so close to her she could feel the heat of his chest.

She stared into his mesmerizing eyes. They suited his dark hair and complexion; she could stare at their magnificent colour all day. Some would find his eyes to be creepy, especially when his gaze seemed devoid of all emotion, but she had always been able to read them for some reason and knew, especially right now, that he wasn’t as closed off as he seemed.

Her stomach bumped against his and he glanced down, taking in a small inhale of air through his lips before his gaze rose back up to hers with a question in them. She smiled and reached for his hand at his side, feeling the course skin of his palm and fingers, then brought them down to her protruding belly, releasing it as it settled gently there.

His fingers skated across her belly, feeling the shape and texture of it, and she let out a giggle because it tickled. She saw a fleeting smile cross his face before he refocused on what he was doing. She took his hand again and pressed it firmer against her belly.

“It’s okay, you won’t hurt me or the baby,” she said softly.

His expression was solemn as he continued to hold and feel her belly. “Does it feel different inside?”

She nodded. “I feel a tightening and pulling, like I’m a little bit stretched. So many changes to my body are occurring; it’s fascinating and strange at the same time. That my body has changed to sustain life and that my breasts are now sensitive and getting bigger to feed and nurture our child.”

He looked up at her with wonder and surprise, and then his silver eyes darkened. His gaze trapped hers as his hand moved and gently cupped her breast.

She let out a surprised gasp and then moaned as he rubbed his thumb on her now-hardening nipple. Then she stiffened and was about to pull back, remembering that she still didn’t know what the other woman meant to him.

Carter must have picked up on that and paused. His look open and honest. “The woman that you saw. I am working with her to design the next hotel and casino we have in the works. She is a diamond designer, and I thought that it would be interesting to have a hotel in the shape of one, or at least the concept of diamonds and jewelry as a theme throughout.”

He continued to watch her as she began to relax, and he started to rub his thumb on her sensitive nipple again. Zahara bit her lip and sucked in the bottom half to keep herself from moaning again. She was wet and throbbing and wanted him, but she needed to know what the woman meant to him.

Carter’s voice became husky. “She is looking to challenge herself, and my idea has piqued her interest. The day you showed up, she was taking me to her studio to show me the designs she had come up with. That was the only time she had available, as she was booked solid to create jewelry for important clientele and could not meet up with me again for a couple of weeks.”

“Oh. That’s…” Zahara stuttered to a stop because he pinched her nipple just right and got her up on her toes. She wrapped her arms around his neck, her lips hitting his jaw, nipping at him and running her tongue along his exposed skin before teasing him by peppering him with fleeting, light kisses. She heard him growl in protest and she smiled against his skin. She couldn’t resist teasing him in this moment. “Glad to hear that there is no competition in my way for your heart.”

Carter didn’t disappoint. Stubborn man.

He became rigid and was about to pull away when she moved both of her hands into his short, thick, coarse black hair, pulling his head down to her parting lips and slightly rubbing them over his. He had nice lips for a man, and she appreciated the firm fullness of them as they pressed against hers. She felt a rumble going from his chest to hers before the hand that was cupping her breast moved to her waist and pulled her closer to him. He tilted his head as he took over the kiss. Zahara sighed and opened herself to him, the fire that burned between them taking over, and they both got lost in the moment, getting reacquainting with each other.

His one hand moved up her back to the strap of her romper, and he released the buckle with a click, moving his other hand to repeat the action with the other strap.

They parted slightly, not breaking the kiss as he let the top half of the romper fall and pulled it down to underneath her breasts. Zahara reached out and touched his chest, her fingers grazing the muscle there, and she felt him flexing from the contact. She loved that his body was so responsive to her touch, as hers was to his. She began undoing the buttons on his shirt, revealing lightly tanned skin with a sprinkle of curly black hair along his breastbone. Her fingers lingered there, then skated across and down to his nipple, which she grazed with her nail. He groaned and retaliated by cupping her full breast through her top and bra, eliciting a moan from her.

His tongue, which had been swirling and playing with hers, began to retreat and re-enter, mimicking what he would soon be doing to her when he took her pussy, which was now soaking and throbbing.

They pulled apart in silent agreement. He first lifted her turtleneck off of her, with her bra following, and she in turn pulled off his shirt and then unbuckled his tan belt, pulling it from its belt loop.

She stood still as he lowered the romper and lifted her feet to remove it, tossing it onto one of the chairs in her room, leaving her exposed in just her wet underwear. Her nipples were standing hard and swollen, waiting for his attention.

His gaze trailed over her changed physique, and Zahara jutted her breasts out, proud of the new shape of her body, not hiding anything from his gaze. While he was taking her in, Zahara reached for her underwear and shimmied it down her legs, lifting her feet and kicking it away. While his eyes were now focused on her shaved pussy, Zahara tilted her head back as she moved her hand down the bare skin of her stomach, then in-between her slippery folds, rubbing the swollen flesh there, the hard nub sending pleasure through her body. She felt his breath on her lips and opened her eyes, which felt heavy from her arousal. She stared into his, the pupil almost covering all the silver, and his sculpted cheekbones flushed, his hard cock now poking her in her stomach.

She pulled her dripping fingers from her pussy and raised them to his mouth. He parted his lips and sucked her fingers, his eyes closing for a second as he enjoyed the taste of her before he opened them again.

“Like what you see?” she teased huskily.

He growled, “Witch,” before bending down and picking her up while his lips reclaimed hers. Zahara tasted her own essence on his tongue, her hand cupping his head and his jaw as she returned his kiss. She suckled his bottom lip into her mouth with her teeth and heard him give a pleased rumble before he took a step with her towards her bedroom, which she had shown him earlier.

With a couple of quick strides, Carter reached her bedroom and the king-size bed that took up most of her room.

He yanked the top sheet down and laid her on top of it, following her down when he had finished discarding his clothes. He balanced on his elbows, the top half of him raised above her.

His lower half was pushed up close to her, the head poised at her weeping entrance. She could feel small tremors signalling her need for him to take her hard and fast. She missed them being a part of each other. The first time she had enjoyed it up until it hurt, but in the cabin, he had taken his time making her body crazed again for him and he had shown her what it meant to be his woman, over and over, until they fell into an exhausted sleep. Zahara wanted that again.

He paused, his eyes searching hers, and she sucked in her breath, praying that he was not going to suddenly pull away from her and shut her out. She needed him just as much as he needed her, and goddamn it, she was horny as hell for him. She must have worn a fierce expression because for a second his lips kicked up into a smile before he moved his hand towards her face. He cupped her jaw and cheek, his thumb rubbing over her skin, and she shivered, moving her cheek deeper into his hand.

He frowned and then removed it.

He began to move off her, and Zahara opened her mouth to protest.

“Don’t worry, I have no intention of leaving you, or I, high and dry. Turn over. I want to fuck you lying on your side,” he said harshly, and Zahara knew he was regretting that lapse into tenderness when he touched her. She moved but turned her head on the pillow and narrowed her eyes at him.

He turned her head back around. “I don’t want to hurt the baby by putting all my weight on you and crushing you. I wasn’t there when you had your first check-up,” he groused, but his voice had softened.

“You won’t hurt us, but I understand, and I like this position better any wayyyy! Hey, why did you do that?!” she shouted, rubbing the sting out of her backside. He had delivered a stinging slap to her bare butt cheek.

“That was for all the lip you have been giving me and for not telling me sooner about my child.”

“You−oh,” she gasped as he slid his hard length into her without warning. He waited until she adjusted around him and began to plunge his cock deeper into her core. They sighed and began to move together in unison.

He leaned over, moving her hair to the side so that he could access her neck, his lips now on the sensitive part that she liked him to nibble, suck, and lick.

As his thrust hit the right spot inside of her, his mouth worked magic on her shoulder and neck, his hand now cupping her breast and squeezing in sync with his movements. He nipped at the flesh of her lower earlobe, saying dirty things in her ears.

“You feel so wet and juicy on my cock. Shit. This pretty pussy needs to be fucked only by me. It needs a hard ride; can you feel how tight it’s clenched around me? Hmm, my pet. Your cunt was meant for only me to take and ride.” He whispered hoarsely.

He angled up and his leg lifted her slightly for a deeper penetration. She reached behind her, grabbing his head and turning her lips to meet his. Their kiss was intense, tongues and teeth meeting as the heat built between them.

She pulled away to catch her breath and he pinched her nipple. “I can’t wait to take this juicy berry into my mouth and suckle you hard until your rain more of your essence on my cock.”

He flicked and rubbed the sensitive tip and then did the same to its twin.

“Then I want to eat what is mine.” He sounded so possessive, making her very wet.

Zahara felt herself squirt her essence and felt it slide out between them. She was so wet that her liquid was on him, her, and the bed.

Zahara orgasmed around his still-moving hard length, his head now hitting her sensitive spot. She clutched her pillow tight as another orgasm rocked her body.

“Please,” she begged. She didn’t know if she was begging for mercy or for him to keep fucking her. He felt so big inside of her and so good. The sensations were causing her toes to curl, and she was losing her breath from one minute to the next.

He kept going, and she wondered fleetingly whether his stamina was normal or if he was just gifted in that regard. She didn’t care, as long as it was all hers.

She reached back, gripping one of his hard globes, and felt it move as he continued to thrust inside her. She could feel another orgasm rising and took deep breaths to try and fight it. She wanted him to come too, but she lost the battle when he released her nipple and moved his fingers to the hard nub in the center of her folds.

“Then I am going to take this beauty and suck hard on it until you scream,” he said gutturally in her ear. Zahara shattered. She bucked her hips as she felt her vagina walls tighten to the point of pain before releasing in a burst of tight spasms. She was coming so hard that she almost didn’t hear the shout that escaped Carter’s lips. “Fuck!”

She felt a warm liquid along with the spasming going through her pussy. Carter jerked inside of her as his own orgasm overcame him.

“Your hot pussy is milking me so good, pet,” he continued hoarsely before he gave a last thrust and held her while their ardor cooled.

She felt their mingled wetness seep out of her, coating them both, and they groaned together as he pulled out. His hot flesh touching her overly sensitive walls sent another tremor through her.

He kissed the back of her neck, and then she felt and heard him moving off the bed. She twisted her head around and watched his muscles rippling as he stretched, his cock still big and firm, jutting out as though he had not just had a release. She knew that he could go again, and she wanted him. Her body was humming, needing her man. He turned his silver gaze to hers and made a move to come back to bed when she suddenly let out a tired yawn. Her mind was willing, but her body was tired, and she needed to have her nap.

He stopped and turned, then headed towards her bedroom door. Her room was not an ensuite, and she had to walk out to get to the bathroom, which was a bit of a pain at night when she really had to go. She heard a light switch turn on and then the water at the sink running before he reappeared with a wet cloth and a towel.

Carter placed the towel on the wet spot beneath her and then gently cleaned her. She tremored from feeling the abrasive wet cloth on her folds and watched through slitted eyes as he concentrated on his task, even though she could see he was rock hard again.

He finished cleaning her as she let out another yawn, then he left the room again to put the cloth back in the bathroom. She turned when he came back in, and he arranged himself behind her, pulling her close.

She had loved this part when he cuddled with her, even though it had only been that one time. She had been surprised when he had done it, and now it seemed so natural for him to do it again. She knew that they had plenty to discuss, but sleep was starting to overcome her.

She gave a contented sigh and moved her pillow to a better position to rest her head on. Carter adjusted himself behind her, cupping her breasts. The warmth of his embrace made her feel treasured.

Just as she was about to doze off into a deep but content slumber, her eyes popped back open, tensing from the cold command of his voice.

“Tomorrow we will go and fill out the paperwork to get married at City Hall.”

Zahara didn’t even think about it. Her response was swift and short. “No.”


Chapter 4

Carter tensed, stunned and angry that she had said no. He thought she would want to get married and have a father for her child. She was too young to do this on her own.

“What do you mean no? Zahara, you are carrying my child.”

“Do you love me?”

His lips flattened in annoyance. They barely knew one another; she needed to come off that fantasy of hers that they were meant to fall in love and live happily ever after. She was going to be disappointed when that didn’t happen.

He felt cold inside at her asking him that and raked his fingers through his already mussed hair in frustration at having to spell out the facts of their situation to her. He sighed. “No. I will admit, I am attracted to you, and we are good in bed together, but I don’t love you, and under different circumstances, you would not be my wife or the mother of my children. But you are pregnant, and I...well, I will be a good husband to you and a father to our child. You will want for nothing, and I will be faithful for as long as our marriage lasts.” He felt that was sufficient reason for her to be his wife.

“Hell no.”

“What?”

“Let me spell it out for you and make my stance clear. No, I won’t marry you.” She squirmed to move out of his embrace, as she must have felt the anger and displeasure now radiating from him.

She struggled to get up from the bed and he helped her. Then he pulled himself up to lean against her headboard with a scowl. Zahara folded her arms and was now sporting a mutinous expression on her face.

“Zahara, I will not bring scandal to my family name and business by allowing the media to find out that I am having a child out of wedlock. And I will not have my child not have his father in his life.”

She scrunched her face in a grimace because she knew about his family scandal. His mother had had a child with another man, and Carter had a half-brother who had not been raised with them.

He didn’t want that for his unborn child.

“I understand Carter, and I am sorry that that happened to your family and Leaf, but I do not care about your image or what it means to your business. I will not marry a man who does not love me or only sees our life together as a short-term transaction,” she said coldly.

He opened his mouth, and the next thing he knew he was standing outside of her door with his shirt and pants in his hands. He had enough time to get his underwear on before she opened the door and pushed him through her doorway and out into the hallway.

He looked around at the closed doors in the corridor, making sure no one was witnessing his embarrassment and the fact that he was hard as steel seeing Zahara angry with him, shooting deadly sparks from her hazel eyes.

He knew he had said the wrong thing when he had lectured her and then told her how immature she was being. She had moved off the bed so fast, standing there like a goddess, her hair in messy disarray, her eyes spitting angry fire, her hands on her hips and her plump breasts with the dark areolas jutting forward over her round belly.

“Get out.”

He had tried reasoning with her, but she didn’t want to hear it, and when he didn’t move, she had threatened him with her experimental creams she had in her bathroom. That had gotten him moving to put on his underwear, but she had had enough of him and had gathered up his clothes, marching out of the room, and he had quickly followed.

Now he was standing outside, staring at her grey door. He stepped into his pants, zipping it up and buttoning it.

“Zahara, let’s talk about this reasonably. You are being emotional, and I understand, especially with your hormones being all over the place.”

Her door flew open, the wind from the force moving his hair.

She poked him with her finger. “I am not being emotional. No person would agree to that nonsense you just spouted. This is the twenty-first century, and women don’t have to get married because they are pregnant, especially into a cold, loveless marriage to an unfeeling brute.”

He opened his mouth but closed it when she snapped her arm out and cupped him through his pants. “You are denying what is happening between us. Does your body react like this for just anyone, hmmm? Do you talk dirty to them like you do to me?”

Carter stared stonily at her while his cock, already hard, pulsed in her hand. He wanted her and was fighting himself.

She searched his face while she continued to caress him, and he closed his eyes because it felt so good. But then he blinked them open when he felt nothing and heard the door closing in his face again.

He growled low in his throat in frustration at not getting what he wanted and not getting to taste her again.

He turned when he heard, “Men. Sometimes you are such idiots. Leave that nice girl alone before I fetch my broom to clear out the hallway.” He glared at the man in a kimono and a hair net on his head, smoking a cigarette as he watched Carter through brown eyes.

“Davis, who are you talking to? I swear, are you being nosy again and watching people in the hallway?” The door was opened wider to show a pretty, light-skinned black girl with freckles along her nose and cheeks. She had naturally fiery red hair and was short and plump. Carter caught the man looking at her with a longing expression before he masked it when she turned to look at him and then at Carter in the hallway. She grinned when she saw him.

“Not a dull moment here. Davis, come on; I need to test my new wig on your head before I have to go to work.” She turned and disappeared from Carter’s sight.

Davis gave him a warning look before he shut the door.

Carter clenched his fists and decided he needed to finish getting dressed and leave before he drew more attention to himself and his situation.

“Zahara, this discussion is not over. Call me when you have calmed down. I will postpone heading back to Vegas and will find somewhere to stay overnight.”

He paused, listening to see if she was still near the door. He was about to speak when he heard her voice.

“Just go away. I am tired.” He heard the sadness and fatigue in her voice, and he nodded, reaching out and touching the door, suddenly feeling the need to soothe her. He didn’t like hearing her this way, and he jerked his hand back. She was right. He only responded this way with her; not even with his Delilah did he lose control like this, and it scared him. He could not get emotionally attached to her or anyone. Losing Delilah sent him spiraling, and he’d lost himself for a bit. His family had been concerned about his mental health and had all been there for him, until he’d gotten help.

He had always thought of himself as being strong, ruthless even, but the guilt over her death had eaten away at him. He did not want that happening again.

***

Carter reached his rental car, opening the door and getting in. He reached for the start button but then pulled his hand back and reached behind the seat, where his suit jacket had been resting. Grabbing it, he searched the inside pocket for his phone. He’d been so preoccupied with Zahara that he had forgotten it in the car. He frowned. He had lost all control around her. If his family found out, especially his brother Leaf, they would never let him hear the end of it.

He hit the contacts button and dialed the number he was looking for.

He heard a husky growl. “What?!”

He grinned. It sounded like he had just interrupted something. Good. He wanted someone else in a sour mood along with him.

“She’s pregnant.” He dropped his bomb, and all he heard was dead air on the other side of the line.

He then heard a rustling sound and a female voice asking huskily, “Darling, where are you going?”

“I will be right back; Carter just dropped a bomb on me, and I am just going to step out of the room for a minute so I can gloat and drive his blood pressure up.”

Carter rolled his eyes. Then he heard, “Don’t you dare move, wife; this will not take long, and I like you in that position, wrapped in silk ropes for my pleasure.”

“Leaf, hurry up,” Carter barked. “Leave your wife alone. I don’t need to hear what you two like to do in bed.”

Leaf gave a humourless chuckle. “That’s what you get for interrupting me. Next time, text me first, and if I don’t answer, leave a message,” he warned.

“Noted.”

“So, Papa, I am assuming it is Zahara that is carrying your child?”

“How do you know it’s Zahara?”

“Your moody attitude, and I also saw your business itinerary for this week and knew that you were finally heading to New York to see her. So how bad did you screw everything up?”

Carter sighed. “Bad.”

He scowled when he heard his brother Leaf’s roar of laughter.

When the laughter wound down, Leaf said, “Well, I want to congratulate you on being a father and screwing this up as usual with your dictatorship. Not everyone is going to fall into line with what you want, Carter.”

He gripped the phone because just hearing that sent him on edge. He loved control and everything in its place; it threw him off when things did not go according as planned—which it rarely did. Just wanted to put that out there.

“What happened?”

Carter sighed and told Leaf everything.

He heard a low whistle. “No wonder she is furious. If I tried that shit with Deana, I would not be able to walk for a week. Carter, you need to stop—”

“I don’t want to hear anything more about what I feel from you. You are not me,” he growled.

Leaf sighed. “Well, I am sure you are already strategizing in that brain of yours to convince her to listen to you and get her to do whatever it is you want, and I hope she gives you hell first.”

“Thanks.”

“No problem. Now I’m going back to my wife.”

Carter looked at the phone, scowling as his brother hung up on him.


Chapter 5

Zahara hesitated at the double glass doors leading to the side entrance of the university. She was using a different exit, as for the past couple of days, she had been hounded by the majority of Carter’s family and even a friend of the twins, all trying to get her to sit down and hear Carter out again.

She blew away an irritating strand of her curly hair that was grazing her lip, tickling it, and eyed the bush that hid some of the sidewalk. Her stomach rumbled, signalling that she needed to go and get something to eat or make something. It was now high time to feed her belly and baby. She sighed, hoping this time she would be given a reprieve. She was going to talk to Carter but just wanted him to stew for a couple of days. The man needed to be brought down a peg or two. Too many people jumped when he snapped his fingers.

Zahara couldn’t believe how many people had shown up on his behalf. She had met his twin brothers: Michael first, who was handsome, funny, and engaging as he tried to flirt and charm his way into convincing her to talk to his older brother. Then Michael’s fraternal twin Ben had had a go. He was serious, the complete opposite of his twin in every way, even in looks. Both were handsome men, but even though he had the same eyes as Carter and Michael, she found them to be a little on the creepy side.

Ben looked to be dissecting her when they first meet, and not in a good way. She’d sensed that he had some dark tendencies to him, and she shivered when he took her arm to help her down the stairs leading down from the university doors. Her intuition on high alert with him and her instincts proving right when even though his face looked innocent, he had let her know in a polite way—that sounded like a warning to her—that she needed to talk to his brother.

Then she had been surprised when a dark black woman, slightly taller than her and with a thick, muscular physique approached her. At first, Zahara thought she was looking for directions, until she mentioned Carter too. But she had to contain her mirth when Ambra started talking about Michael and Ben being great uncles—specifically Michael—and she had known that Ambra was in love with Michael. Zahara was not surprised. He was a charmer, but he was also a heartbreaker. Just like his older brother, she thought bitterly as she stepped down to the cement sidewalk. As she approached the bush, she heard a sneeze. She squeezed her eyes shut and wondered who was there now. It sounded like a feminine sneeze, and she had a feeling that this time she was going to meet Elizabeth Carter, mother to Carter, Leaf, Michael, and Ben.

Zahara turned the corner and smiled at the lady patiently waiting there for her. The woman returned her smile, her blue eyes crinkling at the corners, reminding Zahara of Michael. He took after his mother a little in his features, even though he had dark hair and silver eyes like his brothers, while both Carter and Ben must take after the father she assumed.

The older woman gave Zahara a sheepish look, then moved forward and simply wrapped Zahara in her arms. She was surprised at first and then sniffled, tears pooling in her eyes. She returned the shorter woman’s embrace, resting her head against hers. She hadn’t realized she needed a hug until Elizabeth did that.

They remained like that for a moment until Elizabeth pulled away.

“Let me take a look at you.” Her gaze moved over Zahara’s form in her dark-blue coat with jeans and the matching hat and scarf that framed her neck and head.

“Beauty and brains.” Her eyes took in Zahara’s school behind her. Then she shivered, and Zahara wondered how long she had been waiting there for her, feeling slightly guilty.

As if reading her face, Elizabeth smiled and patted her gloved hand. “Not to worry dear, I wasn’t out here very long. My driver just dropped me off. I borrowed Carter’s phone, as he has paid someone handsomely to put a tracker on your phone.” She beamed with pride.

She then frowned. “He probably won’t be too happy with me stealing his phone while he was in the shower, but he can wait to get it back.”

Zahara’s mouth gaped open in surprise and her cheeks heated with anger that he had done that, but then a burst of laughter escaped her. His mother had been able to get his most precious device away from him without him knowing. She loved his mother already and knew that Carter was a very lucky man to have such a loving soul for a mother.

His mom gave Zahara an impish smile—she liked Zahara.

Zahara’s mom loved her too, but right now she was angry with her, and the feeling was justified. Zahara knew eventually her mom and dad would come around, but it was hard not having their support and love.

The hug had been just what she needed. She had been keeping up the appearance of having everything together and that she was doing fine on her own, but she was scared and worried about her baby and wanted someone to talk to about what she was going through. She wanted to make sure she was doing the right things and getting the correct check-ups, and that what she was feeling was normal. She knew she could talk to Selena, but her sister was a little bit busy with her own baby, and she didn’t want to intrude on her and Calum’s time by having them worrying about her.

“How are you doing dear?” Elizabeth’s gaze searched hers, and then she nodded. “Is there a place where we can sit and get out of the cold? I think you have many questions, and I would like to know more about the woman carrying my grandchild.”

Zahara nodded. “There is a quaint coffee house not far from campus. Students and people living in the area frequent the family-owned business.”

“Okay, give me one second,” Elizabeth said and pulled out her phone to send a quick text to her driver, Zahara assumed. Elizabeth phone began to vibrate, and she looked down at the number with a grin before answering.

“Don’t worry Carter, I will take good care of Zahara. No, no need for you to come by yet. We don’t need you breathing down our necks and ruining our bonding time.” She listened for a second and then said, “Bye Carter, love you. Now where is that coffee shop you mentioned?”

Elizabeth put her hand on Zahara’s inner arm, and they strolled to the coffee house with Elizabeth peppering her with questions about what she was studying.

Once inside, they settled at a table, and Elizabeth ordered her coffee while Zahara had an iced tea.

She took off her coat, hat, and scarf and laid them on the back of the empty chair next to them. When she faced forward again, she saw tears of joy in Elizabeth’s eyes. Zahara smiled.

She stood up and moved closer to the other woman. “Would you like to touch my stomach?”

Elizabeth looked up at her and nodded. Her hand shook as she touched the hard surface, feeling it. “You seem much bigger than your almost five months. Could you be carrying twins?” Elizabeth asked curiously.

“No, I do not think so. My first ultrasound only showed one heartbeat. This will probably be a big, tall baby like its father.”

Elizabeth gave her a doubtful look but didn’t say anything as she swept her hand across Zahara’s width, her smile never leaving her face. She leaned forward and spoke quietly to Zahara’s stomach, telling the child how loved and cherished they were and that she couldn’t wait to meet her first grandchild.

She pulled away and Zahara sat back down. They sipped their beverages, and then Elizabeth sat back with a sigh, rubbing her forehead.

Zahara stiffened, waiting for the lecture that she should accept Carter’s proposal and make her life easier. But that was not what she wanted. She wanted his love.

“Let me apologize for the bulldozer of a son of mine. Tact is not his forte. As a young boy, he was always in control of his emotions and his environment, liking everything in its place and working according to his plans. He was a bossy little thing.” His mother smiled as she reminisced, and then a sad expression graced her delicate features.

“I made it worse when I stepped out of my marriage and had a child with another man. I hurt my family when I did that, and it made Carter harder as he witnessed the impact of my betrayal on his father. Carter was now faced with a brother that did not belong to his father; a child I had with a man I betrayed Carter Sr. with. Carter became a solemn, reclusive child when Carter Sr. and I began working through the difficult time in our marriage. That was a dark time for our family. Carter focussed on his studies and tuning out what was going on around him. When the twins were born, he loved them, but I could also see that he was trying to keep them at a distance, as well as his half-brother Leaf. Then me and my husband stepped away from running the business and let Carter handle it because it seemed that was what he wanted. It was our way of giving back after impacting his childhood.”

Zahara sipped her tea, listening but wondering where this was going.

“My son is closed off emotionally, especially after he lost his fiancée Delilah. But with you...I haven’t seen my son so alive in a long time.” Tears began to run down her face, and Zahara reached over to clasp her hand.

“Keep giving him hell, and I look forward to the day that I can call you my daughter-in-law. Carter needs to learn he cannot always get what he wants and that he has to open himself up to love. Because looking at you and talking to you, I think you are the one to do it; the one to make my son believe in love and bring joy into his life.”

“Delilah, God rest her soul, would have made him the perfect wife.”

Zahara stiffened, hurt by what she was hearing.

Elizabeth leaned forward. “Perfect in the sense that she would not push him emotionally. She agreed to everything he said or wanted. It was a bit annoying, to tell you the truth.” She clicked her tongue.

“Delilah did not push him or drive him to distraction. He cared for her and loved her, but not in a way that a man should be in love with a woman. He was settling and wanted someone easy and comfortable. You are anything but that, and I cannot wait to see the fireworks.” She smiled happily, but then she suddenly glanced over her shoulder and scowled.

Zahara stiffened, knowing even before Elizabeth’s expression had given him away that Carter had just walked into the coffee shop. Whenever he was in the room with her, the atmosphere felt different. She could not explain her hypersensitivity to his presence, except that her body was in tune with his.

“Mother.” Zahara heard Carter’s deep baritone behind her and felt his heat as he moved at the back of her chair.

Elizabeth smiled, and Zahara felt him step away from her and over to his mother as she stood up to receive her son’s kiss on her cheek.

He straightened up, and his gaze ran over Zahara as hers soaked him in. She was surprised because Carter was dressed in jeans and a grey peacoat that complemented his dark hair and silver eyes. He wore leather gloves on his hands and a matching black wool scarf. He looked tired, and she wondered if that was because of her or the effort of trying to find a new location for his hotel.

Not taking his eyes off her, he pulled out the remaining empty chair and unbuttoned his coat, shrugging out of it to reveal a sweater that matched the colour of his coat. The sweater was lovingly molded to every muscle and contour of his upper body. Zahara’s eyes had a feast.

“May I join you ladies?” Her eyebrows lifted and she let out a snort.

“Yes, why don’t you join us and pull up a chair?” she quipped. His mother giggled as he scowled and took a seat, waving over a staff member as he did so. Carter could not help being in command and ordered beverages and sandwiches for the table.

Zahara did not say anything because it wasn’t till that moment that she realized she was getting hungry. She looked down at the time to see it was late afternoon. Her class had ended early to allow students to go home and start studying for the upcoming exams before the Christmas holidays.

As soon as everything was delivered to the table, Zahara took a bite out of her peanut butter and jelly sandwich as she listened to the conversation between Carter and his mother. She could see the deep affection he had for her as he brought her up to speed with the business and the hotel. Carter had narrowed the potential location down to three spots, but he would make his final decision when he was able to get his personal life in order.

Zahara continued to eat away at her sandwich, ignoring the last part. Not liking that she was not engaging in conversation, Carter let out a frustrated sound. Then Zahara heard him ask his mother, “What are you doing here Mother, and can I have back my phone now?”

Elizabeth reached into her purse to get it but then raised her head and frowned at her son. “How did you find out where we were Carter?”

He shrugged. “I had a feeling that eventually you would make your way here, just like Michael, Ben, and even Ambra,” he said in exasperation. “So I got my friend to hack your phone after you took off with mine.”

She scowled and opened her mouth to speak when her watch suddenly beeped. She looked down and read the message there. “Carter, we will discuss this later. Zahara, I have to go. I have to meet up with Carter Sr., who was out meeting with an old friend. We did not want to ambush you both, so it was decided I would be the one to come.”

This time it was Carter who let out a snort. Elizabeth continued ignoring her son. “Do you have any plans for Christmas? I would like to invite you to our family winter chalet in the Swiss Alps. We go there every year to ski and enjoy our Christmas. I would love for you to join us and for all of us to continue to get to know each other.”

Zahara made a noncommittal sound around her sandwich. Elizabeth gave her an understanding smile. “Please consider, you will be around our family and friends and will barely have to see Carter if you don’t want to.”

“Mother!” Carter barked.

Zahara grinned as Elizabeth donned her coat and kissed her son’s cheek before making her way over to her. She gave Zahara another one of her warm hugs and a kiss on the cheek. “Remember, give him hell, and do not let him stop you from coming if you don’t have any plans for the winter. I do not want you or my grandbaby to be alone,” she whispered before pulling away and giving her son a warning look, to which he responded with a raised eyebrow. Elizabeth then sauntered away, leaving them both at the table surrounded by sudden silence.

“You know she is right; you should join us at our cabin for the winter. When is your last day of exams? We can fly out together afterwards.” He whipped his phone out and looked at her expectantly.

“Carter, I don—”

“Zahara, I gave you the space you asked of me. Can you not—”

Zahara leaned forward, anger sweeping through her. “You moved in down the hall from me and sicced your family on me at every turn Carter. That is not giving me some space.”

He leaned forward, grabbing her hands before she could move back. “You are carrying my child, Zahara, I have every right to be close in case you need me, and as for my siblings, well, they thought they were trying to help. I did not know they were going to come down here after I told them the news of your pregnancy.”

She let out a sigh because he was right about having the right to be close. She did not want to keep him from getting to experience the pregnancy and his child, she just needed space to think. She tried pulling her hands away, but he intertwined his fingers through hers, and they both sat there looking at the colour difference between their hands. She suddenly envisioned a child that had a beautiful blend of both their colours, and maybe her eyes or Carter’s silver orbs.

She felt him lift her left hand, and his gaze became calculating.

“Carter, are you seriously sizing up my ring finger?” she sputtered, not knowing whether to laugh, be angrier, or cry. She was coming to learn this past week that the man never missed an opportunity, and that was why he was so successful at running his family’s business empire.

“Yes, how else am I supposed to know what size to get you? Also, do you prefer diamonds, rubies, saph—”

She growled, and for the first time since meeting him, she caught a fleeting smile grace his features before it disappeared, and his gaze captured hers. Seeing that cooled her frustration and anger. In that moment, he had looked less rigid, cold, and calculating, and she wanted to make him smile more. Carter’s life was work, and he did not leave room to enjoy life. She hoped to bring that into his life and decided that she would go to the family cabin as a start. He needed time to get to know her better and for them to work on building a relationship. Love would come after for him when he saw how well-suited they were and the love and joy she would bring him.

“Please come and spend Christmas with us. I want you and the baby to be with my family during the holidays. Maybe we can use this time to get to know each other better. The time at the ranch was short and surrounded by chaos and what happened at the cabin. I know everything happened fast between us, and now we are going to be parents.” He gave her another half-smile. “I still need time to process this, and we have to talk about what we are going to do, but for now, it would be a great idea for us to spend the holidays together while you are out of school and I’m taking a break from work to sort this all out.” He paused and added, “I promise not to push while we are together with family.”

Her eyes searched his, and she saw sincerity there. She nodded. “Okay, I would love to come and stay with your family in the Swiss Alps. When do you all head down?”

“A couple of days before Christmas Eve. We like to get the cabin decorated together; family tradition.” He shrugged his broad shoulders.

“And then, after just relaxing, playing board games, and skiing, Ambra, one of Ben and Michael’s friends, usually joins us the day after Christmas and stays till New Years. So you will have another young female there to chat with, and my mom will be pleased to have another woman there. Every Christmas she is surrounded by boys until Ambra shows up.”

“Sounds good. My last exam is on the eighteenth, but I have an assignment that my professor has given me an extension to submit. It’s due on the twenty-first, so I will meet you all down there.”

He frowned. “I will wait for you, and we can both go together.”

Zahara opened her mouth to protest, but Carter stared at her until she closed her mouth. She was secretly glad that they would go together. She would need help with her luggage, especially with all the gear she would have to bring.

“Oh no, you are leaving your laboratory set here. No tests, no experimenting, nothing.”

She scowled.


Chapter 6

Carter stared out the big bay window of his family’s winter chalet in the Alps. Outside it was cloudy, and big snowflakes were falling from the sky with a light wind blowing the snow about. He was focused on the beautiful, brown-skinned woman who was currently outside walking around with his mother and trying to catch snowflakes on her tongue. He did not know if he should be annoyed or amused that she was acting like a child enjoying the snow falling.

He reached into his slacks, his jaw flexing as he looked down at the three-carat oval diamond ring, the gold and silver band slim and delicate. Zahara had dainty fingers, and he thought that this ring and style would complement her hand. He had gotten this ring especially made for her, a rush order he secured by calling in a favour with Margaret, the woman Zahara had seen him with at the hotel.

Margaret had been happy to accommodate him, as he had signed her on to work with the architects and interior designers to bring her sketches to life at the new hotel in Vegas. He had also picked a new location for a hotel to be built in New York City. He would work in New York, using it as his home base until Zahara finished school. They hadn’t discussed anything, but he knew his soon-to-be bride would want to finish her education, and he liked the fact that her schooling was important to her, even though he was not too happy with her experiments.

“You know, she is going to say no.” He turned as his younger brother Ben approached. Both had the same dark hair and silver eyes, inherited from their father Carter Sr., but that was where the similarities ended. Ben was very quiet and brooding; he didn’t say much but was always observing. Ben mostly kept to himself when he was not with Michael or their friend Ambra. Carter had wondered if that was because Michael always made himself the centre of attention and Ben did not want to compete with that.

He gave his brother a glare before putting the ring back in his pocket.

“How are things between you and Zahara now that she is here?”

Carter’s eyebrows rose—it seemed that Ben was in a chatty mood. Michael had gone out to the slopes that morning in the hopes of meeting a woman he had spoken to the day before, named Summer, when they had all been skiing. He seemed to be smitten, and Carter had to admit that the woman was stunning, with her ice-blond hair, dark-brown eyes, and model figure. But she had turned out to be taken. A man had come up and put his arm around her at the café bar when Michael had approached her for a chat. Michael being Michael, he was determined to pursue her because of the flirting banter between them, which to him suggested that she was not all that serious about the man she was there with.

“We have been talking and getting to know each other better. Keeping everything light for now and discussing the baby and Zahara’s up and coming appointments.”

“Has she heard from her family?”

“Yes, her mom reached out during exams, thinking that she was coming home for Christmas. She was upset when she found out that Zahara had thought she could not come home and would be spending time with us instead. They both cried and then agreed that she would go and be with her family for a couple of days after we celebrate Christmas.”

It was his brother’s turn to raise his eyebrows. “I am assuming you are going to meet the family?”

“Of course, I am going to be her husband and the father of her children. I will be leaving here to go with her when she leaves.”

“Children?” Ben smirked. “So, you are getting serious?”

“Who is getting serious?” They both turned to see Michael move to the other side of the bay window, his gaze now taking in Zahara and their mom making their way back to the chalet.

“He already has a ring,” Ben commented.

“Does he not know she is going to say no?” Michael responded.

“You know Carter, he thinks bulldozing is the answer and everyone will fall in line.”

“Yeah, but my money is on Zahara.” Michael grinned.

“She will not say no. And stop doing that, you know I find it annoying when you both talk to each other as if I am not standing right here with you. It’s annoying.”

They grinned, and then their attention suddenly turned to a Land Rover making its way onto their driveway. Carter watched as Zahara and his mother turned to face the approaching vehicle, which rolled to a stop.

“Ambra made it in good time,” Ben commented.

Carter and Michael turned to him curiously.

“She called and asked if she could come up here early to spend Christmas with us, as her parents decided to go away on a trip and Diamond had plans with her boyfriend. I did not want her spending it alone, so I said yes. We have plenty of room.” He shrugged.

Carter was surprised when he saw Michael stiffen for a second before relaxing and putting his hands in his pockets. He then watched along with them as Zahara and his mother made their way over to the vehicle. The doors opened to reveal Ambra and her sister Diamond exiting the vehicle.

Carter heard Ben’s slight intake of breath and then his curse when the women went to hug each other. You could see a big engagement ring on Diamond’s finger.

Carter knew this was going to be an interesting Christmas, but he was only concerned about one thing—getting Zahara to agree to marry him. He could not understand what the problem was. They could grow together once they got married, and he was sure he would form an attachment to her. Hell, he already did, and they were very good together in bed. More than he could have imagined or asked for. He was going to be a good provider for her and their child, and for now, that should be good enough. But love and the feeling of love...he was shying away from that.

His concentration was broken when he felt eyes on him and saw that all four women were staring at them and shaking their heads as he and his brothers stood watching at the windows.

Then they gestured towards the back of Ambra’s vehicle, and the men moved to get their coats and go outside to help the women bring in the luggage.

They stood stunned, staring at all the luggage the girls had brought.

“Are you staying with us permanently? Because this is a lot of luggage,” Michael said in awe.

Ambra laughed and smacked his arm. “That’s my duffel bag. The rest of the luggage is hers.” She pointed at her sister. “Diamond never travels light and brings everything she owns on trips.”

Diamond shrugged her shoulders. “I never know what I am going to wear or need, besides, that is not everything.” She glared at Ambra.

Carter heard Ben say huskily, “Nice to see you here Diamond.”

“Oh yes, sorry about that. I had plans with my fiancé, but he had to go out of town on an emergency business trip and will not be back till before New Years, so Ambra suggested I come with her, as she was spending Christmas with you guys. I hope it is all right.”

Before Ben could say anything, their mother interrupted and linked her arm with Diamond’s. “Of course you are welcome, both you girls are like family to us.”

Carter watched as Ben winced and had to bite back a chuckle when his gaze fell on Ambra, who was having fun loading down Michael’s arms with her sister’s luggage.

“A little help here,” Michael growled to the rest of them.

“Looks like you have everything covered.” He smirked and took hold of Zahara’s arm, pulling her to his side and guiding her back towards the house.

“You know I don’t need help getting back to the house,” she teased.

“Shush woman, did you see her luggage and how heavy the Louis Vuitton bags looked? No, Ben and Michael can bring those in.”

“You mean just Michael,” Ben quipped behind him. Then he continued as he passed them, “Don’t want to ruin Ambra’s fun at making Michael suffer, and I think Mom needs help with entertaining our guest.”

“My God, was that a full sentence out of Ben?” Zahara stopped and looked at him, stunned.

He pulled her along again. “Yes, sometimes he does do that.”

His mood brightened when he heard her laugh, and he suddenly wanted to hear her do that more with him.

“Are you looking forward to tonight and tomorrow?” Zahara gazed up from looking at the ground, then almost crossed her eyes as she stuck out her tongue to catch a snowflake that was floating close to her mouth.

“It’s nice being able to relax and spend time with my family, but it can be annoying at the same time being in the same household as my brothers,” he admitted. “Especially Michael. He acts like a big kid every time we gather for Christmas and open presents. Why are you doing that?”

She paused with her tongue out and her eyes shot to his, a startled look on her face. A laugh erupted out of him.

“Because it is fun. You should try it.”

He scoffed. “That is just for—”

“You need to loosen up a bit. You are vacationing in a winter wonderland from a postcard, and it is Christmas. Come on. Didn’t you ever do this as a kid? Our child will be doing this.”

“I did not.”

“Of course not, big brother was too busy sprouting out of Mom’s womb, serious and bossy.” Carter glared at his passing brother, who was doing amazingly well considering that he could not see anything in front of him with the mound of luggage.

Ambra moved next to them, holding her duffel bag as she stuck out her tongue and captured a snowflake.

“Come on Carter, try it, it is actually fun, and I haven’t done this in a long time.”

Ambra smiled encouragingly at him, her cute face brightened by her smile, the red toque and jacket complementing her dark ebony skin. She peered up at him over Zahara’s head.

He stood there staring, watching their expressions, especially Zahara’s, who had an excited, expectant look on her face.

This is silly, but oh hell, why not?

A snowflake blew across his lips. He flicked his tongue out but missed, and it melted.

He heard the girls giggle and then saw another snowflake drifting closer. He stuck out his tongue and felt a cold, wet sensation on his tongue.

He froze, not knowing how to react. He had never paid that much attention to the feeling of snow or how it felt on his face, but today and right now, it was as if his senses came alive. He felt the cold, wet substance on his face and he poked his tongue out again, closing his eyes. He felt it all over now—on his face, closed eyes, cheeks, and chin—and he found himself relaxing and just enjoying the moment. He opened his eyes to see Zahara and Ambra doing the same thing, just enjoying themselves out in the snow and letting their cares melt away in that one gesture with nature.


Chapter 7

Zahara sat on the couch near the roaring fireplace, drinking the hot cocoa that Elizabeth had made for all of them to drink. Hers was a virgin hot cocoa, as the others had run mixed in with theirs.

It had been a good day, and she was looking forward to tomorrow and everyone opening their presents. Her gaze panned the active room. The trio, Ben, Michael, and Ambra, were at the pool table playing a game, and Ambra was beating Michael at the moment. Both the brothers wore dark jeans and black sweaters, while Ambra was wearing a loose-fitting red track suit that hid most of her body shape.

When Zahara had first met Ambra, the woman had said that, growing up, she had been more of a tomboy and didn’t like to wear frilly dresses or lots of makeup. She had preferred wearing loose clothing, as she was very athletic and always playing some sort of sport or working out at the gym.

Zahara noticed that while Ben was waiting his turn, his gaze was fixed on Diamond, who was sitting on another couch with a fashion magazine in her hand, ignoring all of them. Diamond was the more feminine of the two sisters. Her hair and makeup were immaculate, with nothing out of place, and she wore a very feminine and sexy black jumpsuit with black heels, even though they were indoors relaxing for the night. Zahara could tell Ben had it bad for Diamond and was not pleased that she had just recently got engaged. The mood had only gotten darker when he heard that the boyfriend had proposed the day before and they were expected to get married by summer.

Zahara then turned her attention to Elizabeth and Carter Sr. playing a game of cards, laughing, and teasing each other. She looked at the salt-and-pepper haired Senior and could see what the boys would look like when they were around that age, especially Carter. He was the exact replica of his father. Carter Sr. was a very handsome man and was aging well.

They had not spoken much since she arrived here, but he had smiled and embraced her before disappearing into the basement to work on his hobby. She was told he liked working with wood and crafting furniture, which he gave away to shelters and people who could not afford it for their homes. She now knew where Ben got his quiet nature from. Carter Sr. was like that and only came alive around his wife and children.

Her gaze finally rested on the man who had her heart and whose child she was now carrying. He was brooding and pensive, looking into his mug as if it held all the answers.

She was glad that he had kept the end of his bargain and had not pressured her any further to marry him, but she knew that she was running out of time, and he was going to do it again.

She was fighting him and herself because she just wanted to shout yes, but she wanted him to love her; to fall for her just as hard as she had fallen for him the first time she saw him.

Zahara jumped when she heard, “Penny for your thoughts.” She jerked her head around and saw that Ambra was standing next to her. The other woman then flopped down onto the couch next to her with a mug of her own.

“Finished with the game?” Zahara asked, sipping her cocoa.

“Yeah, I beat Michael and then had enough of the game and hearing about the model he met on the slopes recently. The way he is talking about her sounds different from how he usually speaks about women. He claims to have found the one,” she mentioned with a slight frown and a look of unhappiness marring her pretty features, but it was gone in a second, and she turned her focus to Zahara.

“How are you holding up with all the testosterone in the room, particularly one individual?” She grinned.

Zahara laughed. “It is not so bad now that you and Diamond are here. Elizabeth was a great buffer and kept us all busy with decorating, baking, and taking me out on long walks. Have you known the Brooks family for a long time?”

“Yes, I was in private school with Michael and Ben.” Ambra suddenly smirked.

“They were both getting the shit beat out of them when I and Diamond stepped in to save them.”

Zahara’s eyebrows rose.

“Michael, as you know, likes to joke around or pull pranks, and on his first day decided to open his mouth and antagonize one of the known bullies at the school. I don’t like bullies and people at the school won’t mess with me or Diamond because of who our father is and our mom being the Head at the school. ”

She grinned and continued not leaving Zahara wondering for long about Ambra’s father. “My dad who is a retired mixed martial artists taught me a trick or two. He is Winston Jackson.”

Ambra’s eyebrows rose higher because even she knew who Winston Jackson was. He was a legendary heavyweight fighter known for his winning streak before he retired.

She took another sip from her mug. Zahara could tell she was lost in her memories of meeting the twins.

“We hung out after that. I taught them some of my dad's moves, and they both taught me how to box, as their older brother Carter later taught them, and we have been best friends ever since. They think of me as just one of the guys,” she said, letting out a small sigh. “Do you want them to see you as more than just a friend?”

Ambra swivelled her head around, her face registering surprise. “No,” she said and rolled her eyes.

Zahara almost broke out laughing at how fast Ambra suddenly changed the subject.

“So, what did you wish for from Santa?”

She shrugged. “I am just grateful to be here, spending time in the Alps with the Brooks family.”

“Parents still haven’t come around?”

She raised her eyebrows in surprise that Ambra knew of her situation with her parents.

“Carter mentioned it to Michael and Ben, and they told me.”

“Hell, even I know.” Diamond muttered without raising her head from the magazine.

Zahara glared at the perpetrators, who were busy playing their game.

“Sorry, you are in it now for life.” Ambra smiled and indicated her belly.

Zahara sighed and then gave a happy smile. “My mom reached out to me before my exams finished. The conversation was a little bit stiff because they were mad that I switched majors and school and then got pregnant, but she wanted me to know that both her and my dad love me and would like to talk to me and meet Carter. Carter and I will be visiting my parents after the twenty-sixth and spending the rest of the time with them until New Year.”

“Oh, that is great. Are you nervous bringing Carter home to introduce him?”

“A little bit because my parents can be a little standoffish and judgemental, and Carter, well, you know Carter. They could possibly rub each other the wrong way.”

Ambra reached over and patted her hand. “I think everything will be fine, and if they are not, babies have a way of bringing people together.”

Ambra suddenly looked serious. “How do you feel about being pregnant so young and trying to finish school? Are you nervous about giving birth?”

Zahara set her mug of hot chocolate down on the small table near the couch. “I have always dreamed of being a mother and a wife but having a career first. It is a little hard at times because I now get tired easily and sometimes have aches and pains that I never had before. But I would not change anything for the world.” She rubbed her stomach and smiled down lovingly at the child growing inside of her.

“And hell yes, I am nervous about giving birth and the pain. I hope I am one of the lucky ones and the birth will be quick and painless. I will be thankful to have a healthy baby and no pain at all in delivery.” She raised beseeching eyes to the ceiling.

Ambra nodded in agreement and then turned, placing her hot chocolate on a matching side table on the other side of the couch.

“Can I touch your belly?”

Zahara smiled and nodded in encouragement. Ambra reached over and smoothed her hand down on the top middle part of her belly. “Have you felt anything yet?”

“I think so, but it was very light. Not sure if that might be a twinge I am feeling or my own gas.”

Ambra looked up at her with wide eyes and then burst out laughing, and Zahara joined her. When they wound down, they both turned and saw everyone had paused what they were doing to watch them.

Carter wore a curious look on his face, and she smiled at him. She began to get lost in his dark eyes as his gaze trapped hers, and she licked her suddenly dry lips. She felt Carter’s full focus on her, and he looked like he wanted to snatch her off the couch and take her upstairs.

They had not really had a private moment since coming here and had slept in separate bedrooms, but Zahara’s body was missing him. She missed touching him.

He straightened up and looked like he was about to come over when his mother approached him. He bent down to hear what she had to say, and Zahara had her own distraction when she heard Ambra mutter, “Why is he staring at me like that?”

“Who?” Zahara asked, glancing up at the pool table to see both brothers now engaged in continuing their game.

“Never mind, it must have been a trick of the light because—”

“Hi everyone. I have asked Carter to get Monopoly ready for all of us to play before myself and Carter Sr. turn in for the night. Michael and Ben, is your game almost done? Can you go to the kitchen and get the platter of cold cuts and cheeses I prepared? Also the crackers and beverages I pulled out—it’s all chilling on the counter.”

“Oooh, I love Monopoly and taking other people’s property and money,” Diamond finally decided to join the festivities. She moved off the couch and sauntered over to the table where Carter had just placed the board.

Ambra rolled her eyes and got up. “I can go to the kitchen and get the food.”

Both Michael and Ben paused in playing. “Oh no you don’t, if you go in there, by the time you come out, half the food will be gone.” Ben placed the cue down on the pool table and rushed to the kitchen with Ambra hot on his heels.

Zahara chuckled and glanced down as she planted both hands on the couch to raise herself off when she noticed a firm hand in her line of sight.

She smiled and placed her small hand in his. Carter was so strong that he only needed the one hand to pull her off the couch. She had not been light when they had first met, and she was heavier now that they were expecting.

He wrapped his arm around her and pulled her close. She gasped in surprise when she felt a light kiss on top of her head and glanced up to see him staring down at her, his expression closed and his eyes dark.

He leaned down and gave her a kiss on her lips, a light peck, causing her to grip his black sweater and murmur a protest that he was teasing her. He finally gave her what she wanted and deepened the kiss, opening his mouth slightly.

“I have wanted to do this all day. Suck your plump folds into my mouth and hear you moan. But everyone seemed to always be around.” He cursed for only her to hear and bent down to nibble on her lips again before raising his head.

“I cannot seem to stop wanting to touch, kiss, and fuck you. Tonight—”

“Carter and Zahara, are you ready to play?”

He scowled, his eyes saying, see what I mean?

Zahara giggled and then reached up and gave him a quick kiss. “Tonight,” she promised because she had missed him too and wanted him to fill the need she had for him.

That night, Carter carried her to bed and tucked her in. She had fallen asleep watching Diamond and Carter try to win Monopoly after taking everyone else for their money and property. She woke up not knowing who had won.


Chapter 8

Carter sat down on the couch and put his arm around Zahara as she ripped into the presents that he and his family had purchased for her. Her eyes lit up like a child in a candy store’s when she received her slippers and housecoat from his parents and a body bath basket plus a one-year spa subscription from his brothers. He almost lost his hearing and his life when she opened her gifts from him.

She screamed in excitement when she opened the first one, a brand-new, state-of-the-art chemistry set with beakers, goggles, burners, and protection gear in a feminine pink. He knew pink was her favourite colour. She had tears in her eyes when she was done squeezing the life out of him. He felt a little bit flushed at the way she was looking at him know. He might not be happy that she was experimenting while pregnant, but he wanted her to know that she had his support, and he was proud of her.

He then handed her an envelope, and she stared at it with surprise and curiosity on her delicate features. She pushed her glasses up her button nose and then took the paper from him. She shook it, and they could all hear a clinking sound, like keys.

She opened it up and turned it over to empty the contents. A folded piece of paper fell into her hands. She stared at it for a minute, and then her eyes met his. “What is this for?”

“This is a Christmas and early graduation gift.” He watched as she frowned, confused, and he could feel the rest of them wondering what he was up to. But he ignored them and concentrated on her and her expression. He could not wait to see the look of happiness she’d have when she found out what the paper was for.

“Open it Zahara.”

She stared at him for a couple of moments and shook her head. “I already know that it’s going to be too much. The chemistry set was enough. All my gifts are wonderful, I do not need anything more.” She went to give the paper back to him.

“What are you doing? Do not be silly and open the gift. We are all waiting to see what he gave you,” Diamond interrupted.

He heard the murmur of voices agreeing with her. Zahara gave a little smile before she opened the paper and began to read the contents. He could tell that the importance of the letter was making her emotional, as her hands began to shake.

“Oh Carter.” She looked at him above the letter, her eyes dark with emotion.

“What! What is in the letter? Read it aloud.”

She began crying, and Carter pulled her into his arms. “The piece of paper says that when she has graduated, she has a three-year internship with Havier Cosmetics Inc., and then, if she wants to run her own company after that, I have bought her a piece of land to build her own facility.”

“That’s too much Carter, I—” she cried and hiccupped.

“You are the mother of my child, and I will do whatever it takes to give you the world,” he said huskily before kissing her on her lips.

“Carter, that is so sweet and thoughtful.” Elizabeth came over and wrapped both of them in her arms.

“Well, that was an amazing surprise, so I guess you decided not to pop the question and went with the land instead,” Michael joked from the corner of the couch, where he had been sitting and unwrapping his gifts.

Zahara froze in Carter’s arms and pulled away. He and his mother turned and glared at the offending brother.

“What ring?” As Carter turned his gaze back to hers, Zahara searched his eyes, her own widening as he sighed and pulled out the ring that was in his pants pocket and got down on one knee.

“Zahara Lily Jones, you have given me the precious gift of making me a father.” He reached out and touched her belly reverently, and he felt her quiver under his touch. He was confident that she would not say no, knowing that he would take care of her and their child and that she would want for nothing, as he had shown her with the gift of land and the mentorship job. He continued, “Will you do me the honor of allowing me to be your husband and marry me?”

He watched as Zahara licked her lips and gazed around the room. He knew that everyone was waiting in anticipation, as the room was completely silent. Not even breathing could be heard. Her eyes flashed back to his.

“Do you love me?”

It was his turn to freeze, and a feeling of coldness swept through him. He had hoped that she was starting to accept the fact that love was not a factor in them being together. Carter had accepted the fact that she was going to be his wife and the mother of his children and was beginning to grow fond of her. He found that he wanted to make her happy, but love...no.

“Carter?”

He considered lying to her for a second, but then, he was not that type of person, and his family would call him out on it. “No. But—”

“Then no. I will not marry you. We do not need to be husband and wife to raise a child together. We can live separate lives and still be there for our child. I am tired and think I need to go and lie down,” Zahara said, suddenly looking very tired when she had been so happy minutes earlier. She could not bring herself to look at him and got off the couch, making her way around him. He reached for her arm.

“Zahara. You cannot say no. You need me to look after you and be there in case, in case, anything should happen to you,” he beseeched her, but she pulled her arm away and kept walking. He got up to go after her.

“You should be grateful that I even want to put a ring on your finger, especially after I gave you the present of your dreams.” His voice was cold with fury and embarrassment. He had never had to beg a woman to do anything, and she had turned him down in front of his family and friends. That stung his pride, and he lashed out.

Zahara stiffened for a minute and then dropped the paper on one of the side tables before continuing.

He moved to follow her; their discussion was not over, and they needed privacy.

“Son, let her leave and get some rest. You need to cool down. Let’s go outside for a minute.” His father stepped into his path. Carter stared at his father coldly.

“Move, Dad.”

“No, son, we need to talk. Come with me now.” His father’s expression said Carter had to come with him or else.

Frustration and anger worked through him, and he clenched his fist. “Please son, let’s go and get some air, okay?”

Carter looked around the room and saw Ambra and Diamond trying to look busy with gathering up the unwrapped paper that lay littered around the floor. Neither one wanted to make eye contact with him, but he could tell from their faces that they were uncomfortable being in the room.

His mother had disappeared, and he assumed she left to go and check on Zahara. His brothers were standing up from the couch and looked like they were ready to block him if he should try to go and talk to Zahara. They regarded him with disgust.

“Son.”

Carter nodded and moved to the coat rack to grab his winter coat and boots while his dad did the same thing. They walked outside in silence and began to aimlessly amble towards a cluster of trees and rocks that had a beautiful view of one of the many mountains in Switzerland.

They stood that way in silence, Carter’s thoughts racing and shame filling him as he reflected on how he had just treated Zahara.

“Carter, you can talk to me. I know Delilah’s death was hard on you son, and I thought therapy and the boxing was helping, but just now in there, you are still clearly not okay.”

“The therapy and boxing are helping, Dad. Having to lose someone, especially the woman that you loved and wanted as your wife, does not just get better like that, especially when it is your own fault she is gone.” He sighed.

His father looked at him in shock, and then his expression grew sad. “Carter, it was not your fault, it was an accident. There was nothing anyone could have done, the other car broadsided her when it ran a red light. It was his—”

“I know whose fault it was, and if she had not been upset about me wanting her to sign a prenup, she would not have been on the road and would have been with me that night. She left hurt and in tears, Dad,” Carter said, his voice sounding hoarse as the memory of that night—their argument, her face before she left, and then the call about the accident—and the pain of what had happened ripped through him again.

“Oh son, it still was not your fault. This was an unfortunate accident that happened, and you cannot keep blaming yourself.”

He pulled Carter into his arms and hugged his son close. His father really was not a hugger, he left it to Elizabeth to bestow the hugs and kisses to the children when they were upset, but it felt nice to feel the security of his father’s arms, even if he was also a grown man himself. Carter let out another breath of air, his chest feeling constricted, and he hugged his father back.

“I know that it is not what you want to hear, but it is the truth. Bad things happen, and we lose people that we care about. It hurts, but eventually it gets easier, and you will be able to move on in—”

Carter pulled away abruptly, taking a step away from his father. “Would you be able to move on if something should happen to Mom?” Carter asked.

His father stood there and then looked at him solemnly. “I don’t know, probably not,” he answered honestly.

He nodded, not wanting to hear anything else. No one would understand what he was going through and the emotions he had felt when Delilah had left him after they argued. He had not told his dad or anyone that the last thing she had said to him was that he had cared more about his assets than being in love with her. He had stood there silently, not denying her accusation because he had been mad that she had looked at the prenup that way. He loved her, but he was no fool. Anything can happen in a good marriage, just look at his father and mother. They had had the perfect marriage—until they didn’t. And after Delilah had died, he wondered if she had been right.

“Thank you for your advice, but I just need a moment to myself outside.”

His father opened his mouth to argue, but whatever was on Carter’s face caused his dad to pause and then nod sadly. He patted his son on the back and left him to his contemplation.

When he heard the crunch of the snow signalling his father’s departure, Carter made his way to a snow-covered boulder and sat down on it, drawing his coat tight around him and shuffling his booted feet back and forth in the snow as he mulled over everything that had happened today.

He stiffened suddenly, aware that Zahara was standing right behind him before she placed her hand on his shoulder and then moved around to the front of him, now facing him.

He gazed up and squinted a bit because she was standing in the glare of the sun. He could make out her shape but not her face, until she shifted and moved closer to his knees, which he parted, and she stepped between them. Carter could now see her face. She did not look hurt or angry anymore but reflective.

“You heard our discussion,” he said, more as a statement than a question.

She nodded and then sat down on his knee. He shuffled around and pulled her close into his body, keeping her warm while she wrapped her arms around his broad shoulders.

“Your father is right. Unless you had a crystal ball and knew what the outcome would be, you could not have known what would have happened after you argued with her. And from what I have been hearing about Delilah, she would not want you to blame yourself either.”

He just held her, saying nothing, because that was not the only reason he was feeling guilty, and he wasn’t ready to talk about it just yet.

“I want you to know that when the time comes, I will sign the prenup.”

He leaned his head back and stared at her in surprise.

“Why?”

She grinned. “Because I plan on being a bigger mogul than you. Everyone will say Carter Brooks who? Oh yeah, he is married to Zahara Jones, who is famous for her male cosmetics line,” she teased.

His mouth quirked up. Then she cupped his jaw, her hazel eyes staring straight into his for him to see the truth of what she felt for him.

“I am not marrying you for your money. It is because I love you and want only to be with you.”

He sucked in a breath because this was the first time she had said the words aloud. When she spoke about them, she only ever kept saying that they were meant to be.

“This soon? As you pointed out, we do not really know each other.”

“When you know you know, just like your brother Leaf did with Deana. Besides, I don’t think I will have to worry about a prenup.” She leaned over and caressed his lips with hers. He cupped her head as he leaned back in question.

“Because once you are in love with me too, it will not matter to you because you will feel safe and secure in my love for you and your love for me. You’ll know that we will be together until we are old and gray and take our last breaths together.”

She gave him a beautiful, knowing smile, and he groaned and slammed his lips over hers, taking her sweet mouth in a passionate kiss.

Her lips parted and her tongue sought his. He angled his head, deepening the kiss and pulling her tighter to him.

He let out a low rumble when he felt her fingers delve into his hair and she ran her nail tips across his scalp. It made him feel good, arousing him, and he imagined her with his cock in her hands, her fingers gently raking across his tip. He felt his blood leave his body and rush to his cock, hardening it.

Zahara began to rock her butt slightly against his burgeoning erection, and he stood up with her. Her feet met the snowy ground before he opened her winter coat, tearing his lips from her, his gaze taking in her now-exposed form. She was beautiful to him; motherhood had swollen her belly and breasts, her lips were slightly fuller now, and her hair was vibrant and curly, just the way he liked it.

Carter pulled down the fleece pants of her two-piece lounge wear that was the colour of gold. He loosened the draw strings and then reached inside, delving past her underwear to the core of her. She was so wet for him already. He moaned and separated their lips to whisper hoarsely.

“Your pussy is ready for me already; so wet and feels so good. Your pussy is very needy right now, and only I can satisfy its hunger. I will fill this needy cunt with my cock. You will ride me hard and fast till we both come.” Carter loved that when he talked dirty to Zahara, she got so wet from it.

His lips began to trail a path down her cheek to her exposed neck, and he licked the skin there before sucking it. She clenched her hands in his hair and let out a deep moan as he continued to stimulate her. She was getting wetter with each pass of his fingers, and he could feel her walls tremor. He was going to stop soon because he was finding it hard to control himself. He felt like a young buck during his first time with his girl. He needed her that much.

But as he nibbled her soft skin that called to him to give it his attention too, he continued his heated words near her ear. “Because I am so fucking hard for you right now, I want to feel your essence coat my cock. I cannot wait any longer to take what is mine again.”

He pulled away to see her smiling the siren smile of a woman who knew exactly how she was affecting him, just like he was doing to her. He was at the point of losing control, and she was basking in it, which turned him on even more.

Zahara then leaned forward and nipped his lip hard. He growled and sank his fingers inside of her while his lips took hers again. Her hands moved in his hair as he plundered her moist interior, preparing her for him and being careful not to crush her against his body. He loved feeling the pointed tips of her nipples pressing against his chest.

He felt her clench hard around his fingers and knew it was time. He did not even unbutton his own coat but pulled it aside to access his jeans with his free hand. He unsnapped his jeans and lowered his zipper, and she was there pulling him free, holding his hard flesh in her hot hands. They didn’t even register the cold around them, as the heat between them was keeping them warm. They shifted and he pulled her underwear down, then freed his fingers to put them in his mouth to taste her before sharing his fingers for her to enjoy herself as he sat down, pulling her on top of him and spreading her legs over his.

“Put me into that tight pussy of yours. Feed my cock inside of you until I am up to the hilt.”

Zahara shifted her hips and their eyes entangled as she brought his head to her slick opening, rubbing it against her.

They both groaned and his cock jumped in her hand. He could feel precum at the tip now, he was so engorged. His penis was demanding that she stop playing and let him enter her.

“Please,” he found himself begging. Since he had first lain with her, he had not wanted to sleep with anyone one else. She had a hold over him and his cock that no other woman had ever had, and that scared him.

She rose up slightly and in one move sank down on him. He watched as she worked her bottom lip while lowering herself slowly over him, inch by excruciating inch. He was mesmerized by the flushed look on her face, her tongue peeking out to caress her bottom lip where she’d worked it with her teeth, her lashes fluttering over her closed lids. Her lashes were long, thick, and natural, almost grazing her cheeks. She opened her eyes for him to get lost in the passion swirling in the sea of green staring back at him. She took his hand and raised it to her breast, pressing it there firmly. Then she tilted her head back slightly, closing her eyes, a look of want and extasy crossing her features as she continued to take in his hard, wide berth.

He cupped her firm, plump breasts and raked his nail and finger across one of the distended peaks. He lowered his head and sucked it into his mouth, clothing and all, wetting the fluffy material.

She finally sank down, taking him inside her to the hilt, and he pulled away to look at their connection, his shaft enfolded into her tight sheath, their colours blending beautifully together. He wondered for the first time what colour his child would be and hoped he or she would have their mother’s colouring because he found it beautiful.

He moved his hand from caressing her flesh and raised it to the back of her neck, holding her there. Then he moved his other hand to cup her lower back and the top of her buttocks, giving her support as he slightly pulled away before giving her a quick, hard pump. He was taking over now because she was too good, so tight and wet, her walls caressing and squeezing his staff, driving him mad and making him wanting to move hard and fast inside of her. He loved to hear the lustful sounds he ignited in her, and she did not disappoint as he thrust inside and up, rocking in and out at a quickening pace that built up during every pass.

“Let me hear your sweet sounds baby. Sing for me.”

She began to let out low moans as he curved up into her, hitting the sweet spot, and he could feel himself leaking alongside her moisture raining down on him and between them, dripping onto his balls. She was so goddam wet and could not control her body’s reaction to him.

She freed one of her hands from his hair and used it to squeeze and tweak her own breast, her moans and pants coming faster now. He lowered his head closer to her and breathed in her scent. It smelled sweet and musky to him, just like it tasted on his tongue, and he could not wait to eat her out at the next opportunity. She was like a feast waiting for him.

She let go completely of his hair and then grabbed his wrist, pulling it away from the back of her head. He raised his head back up in time to see her take his fingers to her parted lips and suckle them into her mouth. He bucked now because the sucking sensation he felt below and now on his fingers were driving him wild, and he couldn’t hold back any longer. He began to give long, hard strokes inside of her and then quick, short bursts, alternating back and forth until he felt his balls draw tight. He shouted as he was overcome with his release. His hearing cut out a bit, but he could her a muffled scream coming from her just as she clamped down on him, her legs jerking around him. She was sucking so intensely on his fingers that spittle was coating his and her mouth.

His jaw went tight, and his face felt flushed from the orgasm racking his body. He pulled his fingers from her mouth and began to rub her hardened clit with his wet tips, bringing on another orgasm that racked her body. She shouted out a curse that had him smiling and then groaning as she sucked him in tight, her vagina clenching and unclenching, drawing more out of him. His breathing was laboured, as was hers, and he felt hot all over.

“Fuck, so good.”

He felt her nodding as she tried to catch her breath, and he wrapped her in his arms and held on as their bodies began to cool from their orgasms. He felt himself grow flaccid and slip out of her, fluid between them now.

She pulled back slightly and brought her lips to his, kissing him sweetly before moving away and giving him a tender smile. The smile quickly turned into a yawn, and then she gave a slight shiver. He noticed that she had some perspiration on her forehead and neck. He stood her up and used his scarf to clean them up as best as he could before buttoning them back up.

“Time to go back. You need your rest, and I am sure everyone is wondering where we are.”

Zahara nodded tiredly and let out another yawn that she covered with her hand. He noticed that her eyes were drooping and looked sleepy. He now felt guilt for not only hurting her before but also making her tired now.

“I didn’t hurt you, did I, or the baby by being...?”

She grinned and patted her belly. “We are all good and you didn’t hurt me. It felt damn good and you know it! I’m pretty sure I scared all living things in this forest with my shouting and moaning.”

He grinned because she was loud and vocal during sex, and for someone who had not been with anyone before, she knew what she liked and was a very engaged lover. If he had not been her first, he would have thought she was experienced.

He was starting to feel glad that he was her first and no one else would ever have her after him.

His thoughts were interrupted when he heard, “So now you can take that concerned look off your face.”

Carter nodded and put a possessive arm around Zahara’s waist. They started to make their way back to the family. He stopped, and she looked at him questioningly.

“I did not mean what I said back at the house. I should not have said what I did to you about my gift and that you should be grateful for the proposal. I am deeply sorry about that.” She went to open her mouth.

“But I do not regret proposing to you at the chalet. You are—”

She put her finger on his lips. ‘Shush, you are about to ruin a good moment between us. I am not going to say yes to your proposal.’ She pressed harder when he opened his mouth to say something.

“How about a compromise for now, okay? We will live together and see how everything goes. Get to know each other better and build our relationship. Then we can revisit your proposal later.”

She released his mouth and looked at him solemnly as he stared down at her grimly, but he had to concede. At least now he would be around her and the baby. If they were living together, he could work on convincing her to marry him, sooner rather than later.

Zahara rolled her eyes as she watched him. “I can hear the wheels of your marriage-proposal agenda swirling around in that brain of yours.”

“Fine, we can move in together and get to know each other like you want, but no sex until then,” he said.

“Wow, savage! So I am to be punished until I agree to marry you?” She glared at him angrily.

He shrugged. “Why should we complicate things with sex as we get to know each other? I am surprised you did not suggest this yourself.”

An angry sound escaped her lips before she began to march off, and he quickened his pace to catch up with her, hooking his arm back around her to bring her tight to his side.

She elbowed him to let her go, but he held on with determination. “So, we have a deal.” He leaned down and kissed her on her nose. He knew that she would not be able to hold out much longer and would cave in and agree to his proposal. Not only did she love him as she claimed, they could also not resist being with each other.

“You would do that to a pregnant woman.” She stared at him with large, wide side eyes, and he had to contain his laughter.

She then scowled. “Don’t you know how horny a pregnant woman can get? This will be torture, but fine, you might think you have the upper hand, but you will be suffering along with me. I will be using every weapon at my disposal to make you pay.” She smirked happily, and it was his turn to scowl now.


Chapter 9

Zahara wasn’t surprised about how fast Carter moved. He had everything all set up before they even touched ground back in New York. She stared around at the new place they would be calling home for a little while as she finished her studies, which would take another year. They would become parents before she received her diploma.

He had found a two-story—a three-bedroom home with a large den for him and her to work in, with a small back yard that had a patio for BBQs and for them to have breakfast outside in the summer.

What she had been surprised by was that instead of renting a home, he had bought this one. He said he needed another place here anyway, as he was about to break ground on building his new hotel here. He had just received the permits to go ahead and had hired a developer, a team of engineers, and interior designers.

Zahara gazed around at the fully furnished home and felt Carter’s presence right behind her. He didn’t touch her but stood close. His presence was already affecting her; she craved his touch. She frowned in frustration because after that day in the forest, he had withdrawn emotionally and physically from her. He had put distance between them, starting when they had gone to spend the latter half of the holidays with her family.

Her parents had been a little cold to Carter at first because they didn’t meet him at the ranch when they flew to Parshall, staying in a hotel instead and calling her to come to them. At the time, she thought it was best to go back with them, as Carter had made it clear he didn’t want anything to do with her after that day between them, and she had left to lick her wounds.

When she found out about the pregnancy, she had told them, but kept his name a secret because she didn’t want them to go to him and tell him she was pregnant until she was able too. She knew her parents would try and force a marriage between them, especially when they found out he was a Brooks.

Her parents had let their walls down and warmed up to him when they found out that he had been there to protect her and had helped to diffuse the situation at the ranch with the gunmen and the deranged trafficker who had been in love with Carter’s half-brother’s wife, Deana.

They had loosened up after hearing the details of the incident and thawed completely when Carter turned on the charm and let them know that he had the means and the wealth to take care of their daughter and his child. He planned on marrying their daughter and them being a family. He was even very attentive to her, but that was it. No kisses or touches to her body, just his caressing and talking to her belly.

She had enjoyed that part. He had been awkward at first, as if he didn’t know what to say to his child, but then it all changed, and he began to express his hopes and dreams for their child. She could see he had already fallen in love with the baby she was carrying.

Zahara had been happy for the distraction of seeing her family again after the hurt and anger they had expressed over her switching schools without notifying them. They had already been pissed that she’d almost gotten herself hurt with the incident at her sister’s ranch and going there without their knowledge. And now, on top of everything else, there was her pregnancy.

They were especially livid when they found out that Carter had proposed and she had turned him down. She told them that she just needed time to adjust to everything and right now wasn’t a good time. Her parents had not been happy, but they knew that when she didn’t want to do something they couldn’t force her. Besides, they had already stopped helping her with rent and school, so there wasn’t anything else to try and hold over her.

Carter asked to have a private conversation with them, and whatever he said seemed to have mollified them for the moment. She asked him about it, but he said that until she was his wife, his private discussions were not for her ears. She had pouted and then shrugged. As long as they weren’t going to gang up on her, he could keep his secrets for now. She just wanted to enjoy the rest of her time with her family and him before having to start school again.

Her mind then turned to the memory of her mother bringing up the fact again that she’d not being pleased that Zahara had gone to her half-sister Selena. But she had wanted to get to know her older sibling whom she had never been allowed to meet. Even now, her mother did not like talking about her older daughter, but from what Zahara had gathered from hearing her parents’ conversations when they thought no one was around, it really was not about Selena, but about her father. Her mother detested her ex-husband and he felt the same. They had both taken it out on the only child that resulted from the marriage.

Zahara was relieved and happy to see that her sister was doing well. She was married, loved, and adored by her husband, living on a beautiful ranch, and even started a new career as a reality-TV pastry chef along with her partner, Maddie. Zahara had been worried that her sister would not want to see her, but instead, Selena welcomed her with open arms and did not hold any grudges toward her.

Since leaving the ranch, the sisters continued building their relationship, and Selena expressed a wish to meet her other younger siblings, Ari and Trent, who were young teens.

Zahara felt lucky to have an older sister to talk to and hoped that their children would be close as well. She was determined to get her mother to let go of the past and work it out with Selena before it was too late.

She began to frown, wondering how she was going to make that happen, especially now that she had a child on the way and needed to focus her time and attention on the little one growing inside her.

“You can change anything that you do not like. This place belongs to both of us now. You have the credit card I gave you, and I will text you a list of interior designers,” Carter said distractedly as he stood beside her and gazed down at his phone.

He had been glued to his phone since they left her parents’ place. The only time his eyes hadn’t been locked on the screen was when he closed it for a second on the plane ride, but as soon as they landed and retrieved the luggage, he was on it like a fix.

“Thanks, I think I will repaint everything purple and pink and put a stripper pole in the den.”

He just nodded.

“Or set up my chemistry set you gave me for Christmas in the den. I have some ideas for a new experiment I—”

She finally had his attention. “I would prefer your first idea with the purple-pink montage and a stripper pole in my office,” he said, deadpan.

“Our office,” she corrected him and then moved towards the kitchen to see if he had the time to stock it. She was suddenly hungry and needed a sandwich.

She could feel him scowling behind her in righteous indignation because she was also going to use the study to work on her assignments and her experiments. The den was big enough for the two of them to work in, and she had decided that she was going to use one of the bedrooms as a nursery and the other one for a guest room, which only left the den for them both to work in. He had shown her the pictures of her new home when they were on the plane heading back to New York, so she didn’t have to go looking for the kitchen. She pushed the swinging door open and stopped abruptly, gasping in startled surprise.

A short, round man looked up from chopping vegetables and smiled at her, then at Carter when she felt him at her back again.

“Good afternoon, Mr. and Mrs. Brooks.”

“I’m not—” She didn’t finish because Carter put his arm around her waist, distracting her with his touch, making her feel suddenly hot.

“Good afternoon, Terry.”

He then glanced down at her. “Sorry I surprised you. I forgot to mention that I hired us a chef to prepare our main meals. Must keep mom and baby healthy and happy. I have been reading on healthy diets for pregnant mothers and have instructed Terry to prepare the meals according to the cookbook.”

Zahara smiled weakly. She could just imagine what he had told the chef to make for her and the little one. She was not always as healthy an eater as she should be. Being a student with classes, labs, and exams didn’t leave too much time to whip up something, so it was usually either something quick and easy or take-out.

She sniffed the air, smelling what she thought was a type of broth, and she guessed the colourful array of vegetables was what was going to go in the soup. She wrinkled her nose because she was not a fan of them, but then her stomach rumbled in the silence of the kitchen, and she flushed in embarrassment.

The chef didn’t even bat an eye at her loud exclamation of hunger. He just continued chopping the veggies and then put them in the pot with the boiling water.

“Have a seat at the table Mr. and Mrs. Brooks, I have some fresh fruit, jam, crackers, and cheese on a platter. I will just go and grab it while your midday meal is cooking.”

“I am not—”

“Terry, just call us Carter and Zahara for now. No need to be so formal,” Carter interrupted Zahara as he guided her to the table.

As he pulled out a chair for her, she hissed, “What are you playing at Carter? We are not even engaged yet.”

He looked down at her coldly, his gaze furious. “It’s just a formality at the moment, my dear. We will be engaged and married soon. I promise.”

“You, overconfident, pompous, unfe—”

He silenced her with a kiss. It was hard and punishing, and she refused to bend under its power. He cupped the back of her head and used the fingers of his other hand to put pressure on her chin, opening her up to his invasion. She fought the tide of the instant chemistry between them despite what he was doing, and she was slowly giving in, until it wasn’t a punishment anymore. His kiss changed and became coaxing, seeking a response from her, and just like that, she opened herself to him with a sigh. She was sinking fast into his kiss, forgetting everything around her. Then he slowly began to pull away and she gripped his shirt, making a protesting sound in her throat.

But she was going to be denied. He lifted his head away, separating them, and she saw emotion swirl in his silver gaze. She saw need, confusion, anger, and longing before he pulled down the shutters and was back to his usual distant self, but she had gotten a peek into his window, and what she saw gave her hope.

Her attention was suddenly caught by the chef standing off to the side, looking up at the ceiling and trying to whistle, but the only sound he managed to get out was a muffled wind sound. Instead of being embarrassed by the display of their passion in the kitchen, Zahara grinned. Not everyone can make a whistling sound, and his attempt sounded funny. Poor man.

Carter pulled out a seat, and when the chef finally looked at them with ruddy cheeks, he smiled and then laid the big platter on the table.

Zahara’s eyes bugged out. The platter was huge, as if the chef had made it for a dinner party they were hosting.

He must have seen her expression. “Mrs...” she glared at him, “Zahara, I don’t know your food choices yet, so I put everything on the plate so that you have a selection.”

She took a plate that he had also put on the table and began to pick her choices. “Thank you,” she said, “this all looks good and wonderful.” She patted her belly; we will sure enjoy this feast.”

She and Carter ate and spoke about the holidays, putting aside the tension that had been in the room earlier as they enjoyed Terry’s platter and then the soup he brought over after. All of it was delicious, and when Zahara was finally full, she sat back and lifted the elastic on the waist band of her jeans. Rubbing her belly, she let out a tired yawn and blinked sleepily, her eyes feeling heavy.

Being pregnant, she found that she would suddenly get tired, her energy depleted, and would need a nap during the day.

She sleepily turned her gaze to Carter to see him watching her as he wiped his lips with his napkin and pushed his chair back.

“I will take you to our room so you can get some rest,” he said as he approached her. She pushed her chair back and was about to stand when he lifted her out of the chair and strode towards the kitchen door.

She began to protest, which he ignored as they heard Terry gathering up the plates from the table. She quieted down because it felt nice to be carried this way, and she didn’t keep the protesting up for long. Zahara wrapped her arms around Carter’s neck and leaned her head on his shoulder, breathing in his woodsy scent, her lids closing.

She spoke sleepily. “Thank you Terry, everything was delicious. Sorry for being so tired, I look forward to getting to know you.”

“It’s okay ma’am, we can connect later on. I am pleased you enjoyed the spread, and I look forward to creating dishes that both you and Mr. Brooks will try. Thank you, Mr. Brooks, for this opportunity. Being your personal chef means a lot to me and my family.”

She raised her head and stared at Carter questioningly.

“First job, and he came recommended from a friend.” He shrugged with her in his arms before responding to Terry.

“You’re welcome. From what you have done so far, I am sure this will be good for all of us. Just make sure that Zahara comes first, and we will always be good,” Carter said before his stride took him out of the kitchen and down the hall. He made short work up the stairs leading to the upper floor and the primary bedroom, where he set her down on top of a massive king-size bed.

She sat up, her gaze taking everything in. She would have to change the colours in the room because they were dull and monochromatic, and she liked a splash of colour. She could picture a blue, black, and gold theme in the room to match the dark wood furniture. She had yet to see the other rooms in person, but she planned on doing some tweaks here and there, especially the baby’s room. She needed to get going on it because before she knew it, she would be bringing home her daughter or son. She caught her breath. She had to pinch herself sometimes because she couldn’t believe she was going to be a mother soon and felt blessed to have been able to conceive.

She was due for her detailed, anatomical ultrasound soon, and then a follow-up visitation with her OB/GYN, Erick Scott Peterson III. He was an amazing doctor, who looked to be around forty years old, with warm brown-gold eyes and blond hair that was cropped short but was a bit long in the front and swept over his forehead. He was in great physical shape and was slightly taller than her. She placed him at five foot eleven, shorter than Carter. He was also drop-dead gorgeous and had all the mothers in the waiting room and his nurses eyeing him with adoration. She loved going to see him because he always answered all her questions and took any concerns she had seriously. Plus he wasn’t hard on the eyes. He was one of the top OB/GYNS in New York, and Zahara was lucky to have been able to get him as her doctor.

She was so absorbed in her perusal of the room and her thoughts that she hadn’t noticed Carter lingering in front of the bed. He began to help her out of her shoes and socks as he regarded her belly. She rubbed it because just in the last week alone, she had gotten bigger. She wondered what Carter was thinking when he saw her in this condition.

As if reading her thoughts, he said, “You are so beautiful with my child in your belly.” He got up and kissed her belly and then her lips before heading towards one of the dressers and opening it up to get her night wear.

“Do you want to put on some sleep wear or rest in your clothes but loosen up the top and pants?”

“Neither.” She smirked at his confused frown. When she began to unbutton her loose blouse, he froze, his eyes tracking her fingers as it released one button after the other.

He suddenly stood over her, his eyes fixated, his jaw clenching and unclenching as she slipped the last button out and then shrugged out of the blouse, exposing her breasts, almost spilling out of the bra she was wearing.

“Take it off and caress my beautiful tits for me.” His voice sounded hoarse.

And just like that, Zahara was instantly wet. Her ploy to drive him crazy and make him bend to her will was working earlier than she had expected. She thrust out her breasts for his viewing pleasure and slowly reached for the middle clasp. Her globes sprang free from their constriction, and she slipped her hands over the engorged flesh, squeezing and then running her palms over the plump nipples, making them hard. She ran her fingers over them, making them peek in and out between her fingers. Carter’s breathing had become heavy, and as if he couldn’t help himself, he reached out with his finger and gently ran it over her hand and across her nipple before pulling back.

“More. Pinch and lick them, like I would.”

She let out a groan of pleasure as she began to pinch and rub them, imagining his dark head bent over attending to her. She reached out with her tongue while he gently helped to lift her heavy globe so that she could touch her nipple with the edge of her tongue. Feeling the soft and hard points on her tongue, her pussy began to throb with need and heat.

“Are you wet for me yet, baby?”

She nodded.

“Let me see my wet pussy. No, don’t move, keep playing with your breasts, I will take care of your pants and underwear.”

He bent down again, his hands on her hips and his eyes flicking back up to watch her. He slipped her pants and underwear off her legs at the same time before flinging them into a corner of the room.

Carter spread her legs and gazed at the swollen flesh that was waiting for him to taste or fuck, whatever he chose, as long as he relieved the heat building inside of her. She felt so warm all over, and tremors down below had her shivering. She was moaning out loud as she continued to pleasure herself under his watchful gaze. Him just watching her was making her close to coming.

“Such a pretty pussy too. Look at this moisture needing my mouth and cock, hmm,” he said before he licked her slit, taking some of the moisture and her swollen outer lips into his mouth. He suckled for a second, then he leaned back and rose up, standing over her. Pulling the comforter and the top sheet down before moving her legs off the floor and onto the bed, he stood there taking her in as she arched up, trying to entice him down to her.

She began to beg him to take care of her and could have screamed the house down. But instead of satiating both their needs, he said coldly, the huskiness gone from his voice, “As your husband, it’s my duty to make sure you are well taken care of.” He looked at the moisture glistening on her outer lips. “I will do all that as soon as you have my ring and band on your finger.” He leaned down toward her parted lips and then kissed her cheek before throwing the comforter over her exposed naked body. She quickly removed her hands from her breasts as he began tucking her in, the blanket and comforter surrounding her instead of his body.

She narrowed her eyes at him, wishing that it would shoot fire at him and burn him to a crisp.

He chuckled as he gave her a quick kiss on her forehead, her string of curses escorting him out the door.


Chapter 10

Carter glared with aggravation and a bit of jealously as he watched Zahara blossom in front of Dr. Peterson. The two of them were acting like he was not in the room.

She was talking happily and smiling at the doctor. Carter found he did not like it and was about to get up off his chair when Dr. Peterson met his stare. The doctor’s eyebrows rose before a look of mirth hit his brown eyes.

They heard a knock on the door, and the nurse poked her head in.

“Doctor, here is the results of the ultrasound for Zahara Jones.”

“Brooks,” Carter commented, moving closer to Zahara and taking her hand in his, eyeing the doctor with a look that said back off, she is mine. He heard the doctor chuckle as he waved the nurse in to give him the iPad with the findings. He felt a sudden pressure tightening around his hand and almost cracked a smile because she was trying to hurt his hand, but she was failing miserably.

The nurse was a pretty blond and smiled at everyone in the room, but Carter noted that her gaze lingered on him a bit longer than necessary. He felt the pressure on his hand again and glanced over at Zahara to see her narrowing her eyes at the nurse. Good, now she knows how I felt watching her flirt with the doctor.

“Thank you, Hillary,” Dr. Peterson said as his eyes ran over the words on the iPad. Then he frowned and his expression became suspiciously blank. “Hillary, can you bring the ultrasound machine in here? I have something to show Zahara and Carter.”

Carter felt his body suddenly grow still, and fear racked his body. “Carter, you are squeezing my hand too tight,” Zahara whispered to him, and he felt her other hand cover his and begin to gently caress him, trying to get him to relax. He loosened his grip, but the feeling of foreboding didn’t leave him. He already loved his child, and he couldn’t lose it. He had read about pregnancies continuing because of the HCG but the heartbeat had stopped. He’d not imagined it could happen to him, but now he could possibly be faced with it. He turned his gaze to Zahara to see how she was handling this, and she didn’t seem very concerned at all.

“It’s okay Carter, the baby is fine. I just know it. Just like I knew we were meant to be together. I can feel it,” she reassured him.

He gave her a tight smile and then glanced back up when the nurse returned.

The doctor moved to the bed that Zahara had been sitting on earlier when the doctor had run some tests. She was in the prone position already. He grabbed some gel from a cupboard in the office and got her to pull up her t-shirt and lower her leggings to her hip bones. He then warned her that the gel would be cold and squeezed it onto her belly. Zahara gave a slight gasp, and Carter assumed the gel was very cold on her skin.

The doctor then pulled the ultrasound closer to him and the bed and turned his back on Carter as he sat down on a stool.

He pulled the sensor out of its resting place and then pushed the top onto Zahara’s belly, searching. Carter was starting to feel more nervous when he didn’t hear his child’s heartbeat. An emotion had poured through him the first time he heard it. Joy and awe that he had helped to create this little being that Zahara was carrying. Now he began to feel fear.

“Hmmm,” the doctor said.

“What?” Carter barked, frustrated.

Then he heard it; the strong swishing sound. He could have cried. Hearing it was making him emotional.

“There it is,” the doctor said, and then he moved the top of the ultrasound again, as if searching. A sudden thought dawned on Carter. He’s searching for another heartbeat…

And then he heard the second heartbeat as he heard the doctor exclaim, “There you are! You’re hiding behind your sibling.”

Zahara clapped her hand over her mouth and began to cry from the surprise. Damn, Carter was fighting tears himself. He was having twins! The shock of it resonated through him. He smiled at the thought of his brothers not being able to claim they were the only twins in the family and that they were gifts bestowed on the family.

He felt Zahara reach out her hand to him, not realizing that he still had her other hand.

“Twins! We are having twins Carter,” she said, listening to the heartbeats as Dr. Peterson passed the device from one to the other and then finally finished, cleaning the scanner and then the gel off her body.

“How did that get missed?” Carter asked, frowning.

“With the first ultrasound, it can get missed if the babies are sharing one placenta, which is what happened in this case.”

“What does that mean for the babies?”

“These ones are mo/mo twins. They share the amniotic sac.”

Carter nodded but did not think that was good.

“Let’s discuss what can happen because this now places Zahara into a high-risk pregnancy, and she and the babies will need to be monitored until she gives birth. I will also send Zahara for some more blood work, now that I know she is carrying mo/mo twins.”

Carter needed to sit down after Dr. Peterson gave them a run-down of possible complications. Carter’s head was throbbing, and his heart was heavy.

Dr. Peterson pushed a seat towards Carter. “I know it is overwhelming, and after you process this, I will give you my private number if you have any questions. Zahara and your children are in safe hands with me. We will work together to have a successful pregnancy, just make sure to keep Zahara’s stress levels down.”

“What is the success rate for them being healthy and reaching full-term?” he asked with a constriction in his throat.

“I am not going to lie. There is always a chance of birth defects and them dying in the womb, as well as a risk of preeclampsia to the mother. But so far, all tests show they are doing fine. I myself am an identical twin, specifically a mo/mo twin, and we are both here to tell the tale. Even though I should have strangled his ass in the womb.” He muttered the last part under his breath, but Carter heard him and wondered what that was all about.

The doctor gave them a smile before rising off his seat and putting his iPad on the table. He dismissed the nurse who had been in the room with them at the ready in case she was needed.

“Now after all this shocking news, how about hearing something good? Do you want to know the sexes?” Dr. Peterson turned to face them.

Zahara and Carter nodded.

“Yes, doctor, please,” Zahara said, sounding solemn.

“The ultrasound images are of twin girls. Congratulations!” he said, passing them the images of their children.

Zahara smiled, and more tears leaked from her eyes. Her hands shook as she looked down at the pictures. Carter was trying to take in every detail that he could make out, and in one of the images he saw one of the twins with their foot slightly elevated, while the other had her hands curled up toward her head. They looked so precious to him. He was going to do everything in his power to make sure his daughters were safe and came out healthy and whole, and that meant making sure their mother was well taken care of.

He was done placating Zahara. It was time she became his wife.

He heard buzzing and saw the doctor pat his pockets before finding his cell phone and taking it out. He looked down at the phone.

“Speak of the devil,” he muttered before glancing up.

“Zahara, you can get off the bed, and I will leave instructions for the nurse to schedule follow-up appointments and the tests I need you to get. Sorry about this, but I have to take this call.” He moved towards the door and opened it to exit, then closed it partially behind him. Carter could still see the doctor’s white coat through the crack left in the door.

He turned to help Zahara up. She was avoiding his eyes as she sat up and straightened her clothing, the air between them heavy.

She began to chatter nervously. “Well, that was unexpected and...”

Zahara paused as they both heard Dr. Peterson whispering furiously, “You have done what? Seriously Rick, what the hell did you do to have a woman named Dawn hunting you? Every time you call it is something. You are a grown-ass man, why can’t you just—” They heard him pause, and Carter didn’t have to look at him to know he was listening to his brother.

“Fine, send me the details of when you will be coming to New York and which hotel you will be staying in. Until then, I don’t want to hear shit from you. Get this straightened out and resolved. Don’t bring that mess here to my doorstep. I don’t care what you have to do.”

His voice faded as he moved away from the door, and soon they couldn’t hear him anymore.

Carter felt Zahara shift next to him as she scooted towards the stepping stool at the end of the bed. He placed his hand in front of her, and she grabbed it, putting pressure on his palm as she used it to help herself get down.

They now stood facing each other and he leaned forward, tilting his head down.

“No more games Zahara. We get the licence and get married as soon as possible.”

“But—”

“If you don’t marry me now Zahara, I promise you that I will take my children away from you, and you know I have the money to do it. I am not playing anymore, and be happy that I am willing to get married to you instead of just taking full custody.”

She stared at him in shock for a second. “You cannot take my children away from me, no court will agree to that,” she hissed, her expression changing from surprise to horror, and finally anger.

He stepped into her space. “Wanna bet? Your little experiment almost set the house on fire because you fell asleep while the burner was lit.”

“That was an accident, and you know it. I was tired and—”

“My lawyers will spin it whichever way we need to.” He shrugged.

“I...you...” she stuttered. He watched as the anger leached out of her and sadness filled her face. “Fine,” she said, her body shrinking into itself. He reached out a hand, and she moved away from it.

“I’m tired. Am I allowed to rest before we go and get our licence done?”

“Yes, of course, I am not a complete—”

She interrupted. “I thought...I sensed.” She spoke more to herself than him. “I was so wrong,” she said dejectedly, turning to grab her purse. Then she walked to the door, opened it, and walked through, not waiting for him.

Her last words were a punch to his gut, but he had to do this. He needed her to have his name, his children. What would happen to her or his children, especially if the pregnancy went sideways? Carter needed them to at least have his last name. He glanced down at their pictures. He was going to do everything for them. They were now the most important people in his life, even if it meant their mother hating him and having to be in a marriage she didn’t want.

Carter’s jaw clenched, containing his emotion as he followed Zahara out the door.


Chapter 11

Zahara stood under the waterfall shower in the primary bedroom’s ensuite, soaping herself and letting the tears fall and blend in with the water falling on her head and body.

She felt so angry and sad. How could I have been so wrong? Her intuition about people had always been spot on. When she had first laid eyes on Carter, she found him to be devastatingly handsome. But something about his presence and eyes had spoken to her on another level, and she had known that they were destined to be together—but not like this. She had expected love and romance, not a bitter, cold, domineering man.

She gave a sudden laugh full of bitterness and sadness. You only have yourself to blame. He warned you.

Zahara shook her head in denial. No, what she had seen and felt while they were at the ranch was real. Yes, he had been cold and distant when they first met, but she noticed in his eyes that he was attracted to her and was interested. She could tell from the way his eyes followed her in the room, his hooded gaze watching her. And when they touched, from his reaction to their contact that he was feeling the pull between them, just like she did. They belonged together.

Especially that day at Stella’s getaway cabin on her ranch. Carter would not have come after her and made her his if he didn’t feel anything for her. He had been seething with anger when he had come through the bathroom door, while she had been in the shower preparing herself for his arrival, just like Stella said he would. She smiled as she remembered Stella, Deana’s mother and Leaf’s mother-in-law. She was a self-made woman who owned a ranch that secretly catered to the wants and needs of women by offering them romantic packages with the cowboys that worked on her ranch.

Carter hadn’t liked the fact that she had recommended it to Zahara, and Stella had suggested it to her to test his feelings for her by letting him know that she was going to try one of the packages for herself with one of the cowboys of her choice.

The ploy was either going to work or backfire, but thank God it worked. Yet here she was, in this predicament.

If she hadn’t trusted her instincts, they never would have had that time in the cabin.

But now everything was worse instead of better between them.

To console herself, she began to rub and caress her belly and decided to talk to the children about their father instead.

“What do you think about all this, hmmm? Did Mommy make a big mistake?”

She gave them a loving smile as she caressed her tight abdomen. “That day it all started out in a shower just like this one, and your father had barged right on in like he owned the place.”

She remembered her surprise at seeing him there. He had gotten to the cabin more quickly than she had expected. She had been taking a shower and had laid out the lingerie she wanted to wear for him, but his presence in the bathroom had changed her plans. He had looked like an angry Greek God; his hair all mussed up, his shirt out of his jeans, and his feet bare. He had dressed in a hurry and had not put himself together like he always did. Carter was always immaculate in his attire and looks.

His gaze had run hot all over her naked body, and then he had stepped into the shower with her.

Zahara continued telling her tale to her children. “He had ripped open the glass door of the shower, thinking that another man was in there. But seeing me instead turned his anger to lust, and he came in and swept me up in a passionate kiss, stealing Mommy’s breath away. He then proceeded to ravish my body like a man gone mad and—”

“Zahara, that was not quite how it happened,” she heard Carter’s gruff voice say behind the glass door of the shower.

She almost jumped. She had thought he was still downstairs making all the arrangements for the license and their wedding at City Hall, like he had told her when they had arrived home. She hadn’t bothered to answer him and had walked up the stairs with him following behind her like a shadow.

“Do you need me to help with anything before I make my calls?” he’d asked, his gaze trying to capture hers, but she had refused to look at him.

“No, I can take care of myself.” She had walked into the bathroom, waiting for him to leave, and when she heard his heavy tread moving away from the door, she had sighed and decided to take a shower to relieve some of the tension she was feeling. He must have come back upstairs to check on her.

She scowled and turned her back on him.

“As I was saying. He looked all crazed and like a man starved, taking me by storm and then sweeping me off my feet. He carried me to the bed, and with the finesse of a bull in a China shop, in one fell swoop he took my—waahaa!”

She had been so engrossed in ignoring him and continuing her tale that she had not heard him taking off his clothes and walking into the shower with her until he touched her. That’s when she had yelped, startled, before he turned her around to face him and swept her off her feet.

As he carried her to the bedroom, he said, “Let me remind you what really happened that night.” His silver gaze burned down at her, and she could feel his hard cock pressing against her ass cheeks as he strode with her to the bed. He laid her down near the edge, and she leaned back onto the bed, getting the bedding wet with the eater from the shower, but she didn’t care. Once he had touched her, she was lost to the need to have him inside her.

He had stood over her that night as he did now, but this time, his expression showed his desire and need of her as opposed to the turmoil he had been feeling as he tried to fight the passion between them. Like the last time, she parted her legs, enticing him to look at her wet pussy, and he groaned like he had then.

He dropped to his knees in front of her. Zahara began watching him, her eyes heavy with arousal. She was getting double the stimulation as she remembered that day with him and what was happening now in real time.

Her breathing grew shallow. She parted her suddenly dry lips and licked them, then moaned when Carter leaned forward and parted her sensitive, swollen labia to get a better look.

“Such a pretty pink pussy. All of this for me.” She nodded, as she had done that day in the cabin.

He smirked. “So juicy and wet and ready to be fucked by my tongue and mouth.”

She could feel his breath at her entrance. She shivered and nearly shot off the bed when she felt his tongue lick her slit and his lips suckling the moisture waiting there for his mouth. His tongue on her flesh, the soft firmness of it, rubbing along her sensitive skin and walls, had her body trembling slightly. What he did to her always felt so good. He was a very attentive lover, taking pleasure in pleasing her.

As like in the cabin, his cock was rock hard, and she could see precum at the tip. She wanted to touch it, feeling its strength in her hand and then in her mouth.

“Later,” he promised, reading the expression she must have had on her face as he paused for a second in savouring her.

Giving in to the intense chemistry between them, he pulled her slightly up, being careful with her belly and their children. His nose was pressed against her skin, and he breathed in deeply.

“Your scent is enticing and inviting me to savour each taste of you.” He looked up suddenly, his expression serious.

“Do you have any idea how much I enjoy tasting and fucking you? Hearing every cry of ecstasy pour from your lips is like a symphony to my ears. The feel of your breasts in my hands and your nipples on my tongue, the scent of your skin, keep me wanting to touch and taste, like a man starved, wanting more.”

Carter emphasized his words by swiping his tongue across her slit, passing back and forth. With each pass, he delved a little deeper inside her, driving her crazy until his tongue entered her and she squirmed, needing more, needing all of him. He played with her like that, teasing her until she begged him for more. Then he added one finger, then two, until she couldn’t take it anymore and rained down on his tongue, fingers, and mouth with her explosive orgasm.

Carter moved himself into position, his head now at her dripping entrance. He had taken her in the same way that time at the cabin. She had been excited then, as she was now. The only difference was that she now knew what it was like to be filled to the brim with his hard cock inside her.

His cheeks held a slight rosy hue as it always did when he was aroused by her. His cock jumped and grazed her clit, making her moan.

“But what drives me wild is being inside you, feeling your flesh surround me and squeeze me tight. Taking from me as I give myself to you. Caressing my hard flesh with the softness of yours, your rain coating me, making me hard, so hard that I barely have any control, every single time my flesh meets yours.”

He began to slowly enter her inch by inch, mimicking his tongue’s actions. Everything was just like the last time.

His face looked strained as he kept his pace slow, making sure she was good with everything before he kept going.

She moved her hands on top of his, encouraging him to keep going.

His eyes were so dark now that the irises were starting to eclipse the silver. He gritted his teeth as he pushed deeper into her swollen walls. “Ummm, so fucking good,” he muttered and then continued, “Feeling your hands on my body, your touch sends shock waves of pleasure through my skin. I have never felt this way with anyone, not even—” He cut off what he was going to say, looking bemused.

She didn’t want him to stop and remained silent. Zahara bit her lip because, right here, right now, he was being vulnerable with her, and she could tell it was hard for him.

“You drive me to distraction. All I can think of is your scent, your smile, the way you tilt your head to the side and nibble those gorgeous plump lips of yours when you are working on an assignment. The way your eyes twinkle when you are about to bedevil me with something. The firmness of your jaw when you stand firm and do not budge. To my utter annoyance.” He gave her a rueful smile.

She gasped because with a sudden thrust, he was buried deep inside of her.

“Wanting you, needing you.” His voice was deep and low with his confession.

In that moment, even with her body on fire with desire for him, she could cry because she knew that this confession was hard for him, and she knew this was his way of letting her know that he had feelings for her too, and not just because she was about to be the mother of his children. This soothed her aching heart a bit.

He pulled her up slightly, their bodies still joined, and leaned his upper body over her. Their lips met in a passionate kiss that consumed them both, until, breathing hard, they parted. She lay back down, his hands gripping her hips again as he slowly pulled out and pushed back in. Carter used his hand to move Zahara knees-up, her feet planted on the bed as he continued to plunge into her at an unhurried pace, taking his time and filling her over and over with his hard length.

Zahara could feel her orgasm building and knew that it was going to be an intense one. He was driving her crazy with his measured strokes.

He leaned over again and cupped her breast with his hand, palming it and then kneading before he began to play with her nipple. His other hand went to her clit, where he began to stimulate it in time with his nipple play.

Zahara was trying hard not to buck up into him; she wanted him to quicken his thrust, and she began to squeeze him tight with her inner walls.

“Tsk, tsk, behave, just like the last time it won−damn you.” He groaned as she tilted up slightly and wrapped her legs around his hips, using her feet to push him deeper inside of her. This time he bucked as he closed his eyes.

He opened them, and they watched each other as he pulled all the way out and thrust back in, angling now to hit her favourite spot. She bit her bottom lip.

“No, let me hear your moans and screams as I satisfy my pretty pussy. You like this stroke?” he asked as he pulled out again and moved towards her spot.

“Yeesss,” she stuttered out.

‘Then let me hear it,” he demanded, tweaking and pinching her nipple and clit as he picked up his pace, stroking long and fast. He felt so good inside of her, knowing what her body needed.

She began to moan, gripping his arms tightly now, her essence dripping out of her and down the crack of her ass. The sound of their flesh slapping together excited her. She could feel his cock flex and pulse and knew that he was coming too. She squeezed her walls tighter and heard him give a grunt. She smiled for a second before losing all train of thought as he swivelled his hips, pulled out, and pistoned back in.

It was too much, and her body exploded. Zahara could not hold back any longer and let her orgasm overtake her, shouting with pleasure. Then her mouth started opening and closing in a silent scream; it was so intense that she could not catch her breath.

She felt Carter stiffen, muttering a curse as her body spasmed hard and he jerked. She could feel heat pouring into her from his ejaculate hitting her walls and mingling with her juices.

He shuddered as he continued to empty himself, and her body milked every last drop from him, both sweating from their orgasms.

She wiped the sweat from her forehead and lip as her body began to cool. He was still inside of her, and she could feel him pumping softly until he slid out.

Carter bent down over her and lowered his head, sealing their lips together, stroking his tongue across hers. She sighed with renewed passion. He kissed her deeply and then gently broke off the kiss, raining gentle kisses on her forehead, cheeks, and lips.

After paying homage to her face and then gently pulling away, he made his way to the washroom. Zahara watched him until he disappeared, admiring his body. Carter kept fit by exercising and boxing. His body was cut to perfection, with not an ounce of extra flesh, and she loved watching him naked.

He came out of the washroom and caught her eyes on the door waiting for him, and he smirked. “Dirty girl,” he teased.

She gave a chuckle. “Well, if you are going to walk around naked, expect to be ogled. You have a magnificent body.”

Carter smiled and then stopped in front of her, cleaning her up. He then picked her up and moved her over to the dryer side of the bed before stripping the comforter off and settling her into the soft bed sheets. She loved how he always took care of her afterwards, like she was precious to him.

Zahara yawned, turning onto her side and tucking her hand under her cheek. She was very drowsy now and knew that, in a second, she would be out like a light. As she closed her heavy lids, she heard Carter return to the washroom, but she didn’t have any energy to turn and watch him again, even though she wanted to.

She felt a dip in the bed as he joined her. This surprised her, as it was only late afternoon, and she knew he had work to do. He pulled her close to him, and just as she was drifting into dreamland, she heard him murmuring beside her, almost missing what he was saying.

Her heart fluttered with happiness as she heard his final confession. “Thank you for being the mother of my children and giving me more than I ever expected. You trusting me with your virginity and your love means more to me than you know.”


Chapter 12

They should have eloped, or he should have stuck to his guns about having a simple ceremony at City Hall. It would have required minimal fuss, and then they could concentrate on the children, his new hotel, and her finishing the school year. Instead, Carter took in the three-ring circus surrounding him as people rushed around to get everything ready before they were to stand at the altar to say their vows.

Once he woke up from his nap next to Zahara, he had gone and finished getting everything moving for them to get married in front of the justice of the peace. He had Isa get the paperwork going for them while he looked at potential dates for the civil ceremony. It wouldn’t take long for them to get a license.

He had then called his parents and hers to let them know that the wedding was going to be a quick, simple ceremony at the courthouse. He had been suspicious when his mother met his news with silence followed by a quick “Congratulations!” Then she had asked for Zahara’s mother and half-sister’s number so that she could speak to them about the marriage ceremony.

“Mom.”

“Well, it would be bad manners of me not to reach out to the mother of my soon-to-be daughter-in-law and her siblings, now, wouldn’t it? It would be so awkward to meet them at the courthouse when we haven’t even said hello. Don’t you think?”

His mother had begun to sniff, and he had groaned silently because he knew he was about to be made to feel guilty. “I just want to say hello, son. At least give me that, especially since I won’t get to see my first-born son get married in a church, or go dress shopping for a wedding gown with my daughter-in-law and her mother, or throw you a wedding shower, or hear you say vows of love in front of a—”

He had crumbled then, knowing she had laid it on thick for him. “Alright Mom, here are their numbers,” Carter had said with a sigh, sending her the numbers for Selena, Zahara’s half-sister, and her mother Lily and father Troy. He had hoped that he wouldn’t get blindsided by his mom teaming up with Zahara’s.

“You got blindsided, dear brother.” Carter came out of his reverie when he felt the heavy hand of his brother Leaf clap him on the back. Leaf moved to stand beside him at the altar in a charcoal suit, white shirt, and a yellow carnation in his lapel. Carter’s groomsmen were not wearing ties like he was—charcoal grey to match his suit—and he had the same yellow carnation pinned to his jacket. Yellow was Zahara’s favourite color for flowers. She loved carnations, as well as lilies, which was why there were lilies attached to the sides of their guests’ chairs. Carter had fought not to have a runner for the aisle, as he didn’t want her to accidentally trip on it, even though she was wearing flats with her dress.

He just gave his brother a cold look as the idiot stood there with a satisfied grin on his face. His brothers loved to rejoice in anything or anyone that put a spoke in Carter’s plans. They found him too controlling in everything, including his emotions, but in this cutthroat line of business they were in, you could not let emotions rule you, and as the eldest son, everything fell on Carter’s shoulders. There were fleeting moments when he felt like he was suffocating, but then the exhilaration of running the company, building something new, and growing the family empire kept him wanting to not give up all that power. Now that his priorities were about to change with a wife and children, he was going to have to let go of the reins somewhat to take care of his family.

“Glad it is you and not me. Mother wasn’t this bad with Deana and my wedding,” Leaf gloated.

“That’s because you got married the first and second time by Elvis. There was nothing she could do with that, plus she thought it was SOOO romantic. Two lovebirds that couldn’t wait to be married even when they had just met.”

“Yes, and look how happy we are. No fuss, and it was just between the two of us the first time. This is almost a full-blown wedding, and I know this was not what you had in mind when Mom suggested inviting a few guests.” He put his arm around Carter as a photographer started taking pictures of the two men. They both smiled for the camera and then stopped when he moved away.

“You try saying no to Mom when she wants something and is determined to get it.”

“Hmm, so that’s where you get it from.”

“Shut up,” Carter growled. “Plus, Lily and Mom showed up at the new hotel site when I went there to look at the grounds, and they ganged up on me.” He flushed because he had felt like a little kid being scolded for doing something wrong.

“Well, look on the bright side. You have to admit that Mother and Lily pulled off an amazing feat in under a month to get this place rented, outfitted, and everything in order for your big day today.”

They looked around at the people setting up the finishing touches around the room as the wedding guests mingled outside having drinks before the ceremony began.

Carter checked his watch; it was almost time for the music to start playing and for everyone to gather in the room and take their seats. His mother had at least not gone overboard and had kept the decorations simple and stylish, keeping Zahara’s wants and wishes in mind.

He also wanted to get this over and done with because he hoped things would get better between him and Zahara after this thing. He didn't like that she only spoke to him when she needed to or when he was talking to her. The only real time they spent together was going to doctor's appointments to keep monitoring her health and their children's health. She allowed him to hold her at night and place a protective hand on her belly. She didn't even smile anymore when he talked to their children. She would just stare off into space, keeping her emotions hidden from him. He was getting frustrated with the distance between them.

He hadn’t realized how much he needed her teasing, the insistent chatter, her boisterous laugh, her touches every time he was near because she couldn't help wanting to feel connected to him. He even missed her stubborn, argumentative nature; the way she returned into his body and threw her arm around his chest while they slept. He missed being able to hold her and kiss her, but he knew that this was best for all of them right now and what he needed to do to protect his family. Everything would be okay after they got married.

Carter did not want to lose Zahara like he lost Delilah. He felt that if he had married Delilah, she would not be dead and would still be around today. By getting married in a hurry and not waiting, he felt that he was somehow protecting Zahara and his growing family. Because if anything should happen to Zahara, his world would be destroyed.

He watched as the event staff finished setting up, and the wedding planner then approached him and Leaf standing by the altar.

“It’s time, Mr. Brooks. Everything is all set up, and we are ready to have the guests come in.”

He nodded. “Please get someone to find my father and brothers at the bar and let them know it's time to usher in the guests and have them seated before joining me and Leaf here.”

“How is the bridal party doing, are they ready?”

The wedding planner spoke into her mic, and he heard someone on the other end responding. “Yes, her bridesmaids Coco, the friend from high school, and her sisters Ari and Selena are all done. Your mom and her mom Lily are just helping the bride with the finishing touches, but we are good to proceed.”

Two of the wedding planner’s helpers opened the door to one of the ballrooms at the hotel where the ceremony was to be held, and Carter spotted his brothers Michael and Ben helping to usher the guests in. Their friend Ambra and her sister were at their sides. Ambra was wearing a beautiful light-purple chiffon dress that looked a little big on her. It was a lot of material, but the colour suited her dark skin. Her sister was wearing a red mermaid dress that showed of her dainty figure, the colour also complementing her colouring. Carter’s father walked down the aisle toward him and then came over and gave him a hug.

“You look handsome son, and you too Leaf,” Carter Sr. said as he turned and shook Leaf’s hand before turning and taking his seat.

He then spotted Zahara’s father walk in; a tall, dark-skinned man with salt-and-pepper hair. He had his hand on Zahara’s younger brother’s back, guiding him to the front row of seats where the family and close friends of the bride and groom were to be seated. Troy gave him a nod, and then a fierce expression flashed across his face. His look said, Remember what I said to you.

The night before their wedding, all the men had gone out for a drink at a local bar. Zahara’s father had approached Carter when he was at the bar buying drinks.

“Carter, I need you to understand something. I practice at the shooting range every day, and my favourite gun of choice is all types of handguns. Do you catch my drift? I don’t want to see my baby cry at your hands, or it will be me and you, and I don’t care if you are married. If she needs to come home because she is being mistreated, my baby and my grandchildren will always have a home with me.”

Carter had stiffened in outrage that Zahara’s dad would think he wouldn’t do right by his daughter, but then he also got it, because when his girls were born, he would feel the same way.

“I promise I will always do right by your daughter and my children.”

Troy had eyed him for a second and had then nodded before taking his beer and the other drinks the bartender had just laid out in front of Carter, going back to the others at the table.

Zahara’s brother-in-law Calum entered next. He was a very imposing figure. The man was tall and broad, with black hair, violet eyes, and a scar that ran down the side of his face. His eyes were his best feature in his homely face. He was in a tuxedo but wore his Stetson on his head proudly. Next to him was Vera, Monica, and Monica’s husband Malcolm—all related to Zahara. Zahara’s sisters were part of her bridal party, and he would see them when they walked down the aisle before Zahara.

When they had all sat down, Carter could clearly see the tension between Zahara’s father Troy and Calum, Vera, and Monica. He also saw Calum scowling at Vera and wondered what was going on there. The wedding planner went to grab Troy to go back outside for him to walk Zahara down the aisle.

He must have voiced his thoughts out loud, because his brother Leaf responded. “Long story. After you left, things went sideways between Vera and Calum’s ranch manager Grayson. The family is not happy with her at the moment.”

Carter shrugged. Not his problem right now. He focused on the rest of the guests and saw that Michael’s friend had made a grand entrance, coming to the wedding solo. He scowled. He didn’t like the games she was playing with Michael’s head and hoped that he would let his interest in the blond heiress go. But he saw Michael’s face light up when he spotted Summer, and he watched as his brother hurried over to greet her, kissing both cheeks before bringing her over to the family’s side of the room. Carter frowned and was about to go over when his brother next to him muttered, “Let it go. Now is not the time to cause a scene, and Michael will do that. Hopefully, this will pass, and he will realize she is not interested in him.” Leaf echoed Carter’s earlier thoughts.

“I know I haven’t been around the family a lot, but what is going on with Ben and his fixation—”

Carter turned to see why Leaf had stopped talking, and when he saw his expression, he knew why. Carter turned and saw Deana making her way inside. She was a tall, slim woman with light-brown skin, curly dark hair, and violet-blue eyes like her half-brother Calum. She was a striking woman, and she and Leaf made a handsome pair. Leaf was enthralled with his wife, and the feeling was mutual. The minute they were in each other’s vicinity, they only had eyes for each other. Leaf’s gaze was eating his wife up, and her walk became sultry as she continued down the aisle. Her hips shifted the material of the dark-green pleated halter-neck dress, revealing her skin through the small oval opening in the front and a side slit that parted when she moved to show her shapely legs.

Carter felt his brother move, and he elbowed him in the side. “Later. You have a room booked at the hotel; you two can disappear after the toasts.”

His brother wore a sulking expression on his face because he wanted to be with his wife instead of up here with Carter. The man was so in love with his wife.

Carter watched her grin as he chastised his brother. Then, as she reached the aisle where her brother and family were sitting, she almost tripped on her dress before righting herself and taking her seat with a sheepish expression. Deana needed a safety net around her. She was very clumsy, which was surprising because the woman was also a walking weapon and used to work for a secret organization. That’s what had started all this, now leading to Carter marrying Zahara after meeting her at the ranch.

Carter spotted Dr. Peterson entering with his date, and they both nodded their heads at each other before he took his seat. The doctor had recommended that they give the girls steroids to help increase their growth, just in case they needed to go in and take them out early. So far everything was still going amazingly well. He was concerned, but Zahara was taking this well and said she had confidence and believed in the doctor and his capabilities. Hearing that had soured his mood because he did not want to see Zahara admiring anyone of the opposite sex. Once he had accepted that she was his, he found he was feeling very possessive about his soon-to-be wife.

His attention shifted, and he noticed that the small ballroom was becoming packed. The murmur of voices were loud in his ears, and he felt a hand touch his arm. He turned to see the wedding planner at his elbow.

“We are ready now.” He nodded and turned his head to see the officiant on top of the wedding altar. He motioned for his younger brothers to join them, then he straightened his tie and fussed with the carnation on his lapel.

“Don’t be nervous; she will think you are the most handsome man in the world and that she is very lucky to have you,” Leaf whispered at his side as the room began to grow quiet.

He gave Leaf a weak smile. Everyone thought she had finally agreed to marry him, but instead, he had used blackmail to get what he wanted.

Carter then saw the door open, and in walked his mother and Zahara’s mom. Their arms were linked together. His mom wore a yellow chiffon dress that complemented her dark hair and blue eyes. She gave him a wink as they got closer. Zahara’s mom was wearing a light-pink two-piece satin suit with matching shoes and a hat with flowers and a small veil covering her brown hair. Lily could have been a model, and Carter could see where Selena got her looks from. Zahara was the perfect combination of both her parents.

Everyone was finally seated, and then the bridal march began to play. Carter tensed in anticipation of finally getting to see his bride.


Chapter 13

He stood there looking outwardly calm, but he was on fire inside. Not from nerves, but because he was finally claiming her as his in front of everyone.

He was finally getting to see his bride. He hadn’t seen Zahara in two days. She had been out with her mom and the ladies, going to the spa, shopping, and having a small bachelorette party for her at the overnight spa retreat they had been staying at.

He missed her and couldn’t wait to see her in her wedding dress.

As the music played, the door was opened from the outside, and in strolled Zahara’s younger sister Ari. She was slightly taller and darker than Zahara but had the same signature hazel eyes. She was wearing light makeup and ballerina slippers underneath her light-grey short chiffon dress—cute for a teenage girl—with yellow and white carnations and roses in her hands. She looked so serious as she walked down the aisle, dipping her head at her mother and father as she passed. Her hair was pleated in a crown around her head, with tendrils of hair cascading down to her chin.

After a slight pause, Zahara’s high-school friend Coco entered. Her blond tresses were pulled back into a sleek ponytail that fell to her back. Her grey off-the-shoulder chiffon dress hugged her plump form, and she wore black high-heeled pumps. Her makeup accentuated her dark eyes and medium-brown skin. When she reached the end of the aisle she stood next to Ari on the platform. They smiled at each other before turning to face the door again, and then in walked Selena.

There was as hushed gasp when she made her appearance. Selena was stunning with her tall height, slim but voluptuous shape, medium-length brown hair, and hazel eyes. Selena had been a super model before finally retiring from the scene and marrying her cowboy Calum. Her chiffon dress was a slightly different shade of grey than the rest of the bridesmaids, and it criss-crossed in the front, exposing her upper chest and arms. The bodice was snug around her tiny waist, and the skirt fell over her shapely hips down to her knees. She wore matching pumps, and her bouquet was bigger, as she was the matron of honour. Selena strut down the aisle like she was on a catwalk, knowing all eyes were on her. Just like Deana, Selena only had eyes for her cowboy, and they lit up when she spotted her husband sitting at the front, giving him a soft, loving smile that made her look even more beautiful.

Before making it to the ladies at the altar, she gave Carter a warning look.

He sighed. Zahara’s family seemed to have a penchant for threatening bodily harm. He dipped his head, acknowledging her silent message, and she refocused on the front, turning to face the door with the others.

The music changed, and everyone stood up, turning to face the door. It opened to reveal his bride in a white A-line chiffon dress adorned with sequins and featuring pleated off-the-shoulder sleeves. The hem fell almost to the floor, with yellow satin slippers peeking out from beneath the fabric. Her curls were piled on top of her head, secured with pearl pins, and around her neck was a pearl and diamond necklace, a wedding gift from Carter. On her wrist was a pearl and diamond bracelet given to her by his mother and father, and in her ears were pearl studs, a gift from her parents.

She looked gorgeous, and his heart skipped a beat. He had always thought of her as beautiful, but today she was glowing. She spotted him at the altar, her gaze running over him, and he straightened up, hoping that he looked as good to her as she did to him.

She began to walk down the aisle with her bouquet of roses and carnations with pearls interwoven through the flowers. She linked arms with her father as he walked alongside of her, nodding to the guests. As she got closer to him, Zahara raised her chin in defiance, and even though a happy smile graced her mouth, it didn’t reach her eyes.

They stood near Carter, and he turned as the officiant smiled down at her. Then he asked, “Who gives this bride away?”

Both her parents responded together, “We do.”

Her father nodded to him and then handed Zahara over to him. Her hand was icy cold in his, and he began to rub it to warm it up while they turned and faced the officiant.

Carter leaned over and kissed her cheek. “Zahara, you look beautiful. I—”

“Let’s just get this over and done with,” she hissed under her breath, trying to remove her hand from his. But he held on and grazed her jawline with his lips, feeling her shiver before he pulled away and listened to the officiant as he continued with the wedding ceremony.

Before he knew it, he was facing her, looking deep into her eyes, which had a slight sheen of tears in them. As he said his vows, he found he was having a bit of trouble with them. His throat seemed to be swollen, and his words came out husky. She pushed his band onto his finger hard, and he looked down at the ring she had chosen for him. Even though she was hurt and angry, Zahara knew his taste and had kept it simple—a black onyx wedding band with gold flecks. He loved the ring.

Then it was her turn…

“Do you Zahara, take Carter as your lawful husband, to have and to hold, from…”

When the officiant finished, Zahara was silent. She had paused in saying her vows.

He frowned as he stared down at her, seeing love, uncertainty, and anger swirling in the hazel depths of her eyes. Her lips were trembling, and then she licked them in her turmoil.

He heard the scrape of a chair in the watching crowd, and he could feel the eyes of Zahara’s father on him. But he maintained his focus on the most important person in front of him. He couldn’t go on letting her think that she was the only one in their relationship who felt something.

He lowered his head and took her lips in front of everyone. He heard a gasp and some giggling, but his focus was on using his kiss to show Zahara how much she meant to him.

She stiffened in surprise, and when he continued to kiss her, pouring everything into his kiss, she opened up to him and began to return his ardour.

The officiant cleared his throat and Carter pulled away, but not before peppering her lips with kisses. When he finally stopped, Zahara was breathing heavily, and when she opened her eyes, they were a magnificent green. Her eyes searched his, and he hoped she could see what he felt for her in his eyes.

She turned to the officiant and said, “I do.”

Elation poured through him, and he turned to his brother, who had Zahara’s wedding band. Her engagement ring was at home, as it had become too tight for her to wear. He had gotten her wedding band widened to fit for now, until he could get a proper band to go with the engagement ring. She could keep this one as a pregnancy gift from him.

It was a white-gold, emerald-cut diamond eternity ring, which looked big on her hand and sparkled due to the amount and size of the diamonds on the ring.

She gasped when she saw the ring for the first time. “Thank you, it is beautiful.” She hadn’t seen it yet, but inside of the ring was an infinity symbol, and he was curious to see what her reaction would be when she saw it.

The officiant finished and introduced them as Mr. and Mrs. Brooks. Carter kissed her again before they turned, and they smiled as they faced the clapping and cheering of the crowd.

She pulled away from him and went over to greet her family and talk to her bridesmaid before they had to sign the papers.

When it was time to sign, Zahara was once again distant.

“Zahara—”

“Kudos on the kiss; it had me believing for a minute that you actually cared. But I know you would do anything to get me to say yes, even play on my love for you,” she said bitterly.

Carter reached for her. “Don’t, not right now,” she stopped him. “You got what you wanted, just let me get through the rest of the day and our reception.”

He didn’t want to push it right now, as she was in a delicate condition, and she now sounded tired. He felt frustrated because he thought his kiss had told her that he had feelings for her. But the way he had gone about getting her to marry him must have carried more weight in her mind, and she was back to being upset and angry with him.

One day she would understand and forgive him. He vowed that he would make her happy and she would want for nothing—today and always.


Chapter 14

“Okay Mom, is Selena being rude or is she just being truthful, and it hurts your feelings?”

Zahara could hear the sound of people and the rattling of plates and cups in the background through the phone. She assumed that her mother and Selena had met up to have the long-awaited talk that they needed to have between them, and she was glad. She loved her mother, but how she treated Selena, her firstborn, was not right, and she had a lot of making up to do. Her mother had been young, spoilt, and selfish when she married her first husband. And when she had divorced him and met Troy, Zahara’s father, she had grown and changed into the woman and great mother she was today.

Her mother did not answer, and Zahara knew from her mother’s silence that she felt Zahara was right.

“Just listen to her, Mom. She is also not the same person she was when she was a girl, and now you can mend fences because I need you both, and I don’t want there to always be tension between us. Plus, you will miss out on the amazing grandbaby you have now met.”

She heard her mom sigh. “You are right, I did her wrong, Zahara, as did her father. We were both bad parents. I tried changing that with you and Ari and Trent.”

“You did a good job with us, Mom.”

“Thank you.” She could hear the smile in her mother’s voice. “I don’t know if she will forgive me,” her mother Lily said sadly.

“Selena is a mom now herself, and from what I have learned and seen myself, she has a great capacity for forgiveness. Just show her that you are sorry and are trying to make amends.”

“Thanks Zahara. I’ve got to go, she is coming back from the bathroom with baby Christian. He is so adorable. Love you.” Her mother hung up.

Zahara sighed and placed her phone on her worktable. She was feeling tired, achy, and just wanted to go upstairs and lie down and rest. Her day had been busy with classes, and she was getting back into the swing of things after being married for a week. She sighed and made her way past her desk and over to Carter’s. She needed to jot down her notes and had run out of paper with all her scribblings.

Carter was out of the house today and over at his new hotel site. Things were still strained between them since saying their vows, or rather, she was still upset with him about having had to marry him this way. And the kiss at the wedding kept coming up in her mind. If she was to judge things based on that kiss, then what he had shown her was that he really did care for her, and she was afraid to hope that was truly what it meant because she didn’t want to get her hopes up with him.

She had thought everything was going well between them until he blackmailed her into getting married before she was ready to.

She felt a movement in her belly and reached under her t-shirt to touch her girls.

“Good evening, ladies, are you up now? You have been quiet today.” She smiled as she tried to feel for them. She was now six months along and looked big. She sometimes found it hard to catch her breath, but she was so happy and excited to see them growing and feel them moving inside of her. She was in awe of them and couldn’t wait to meet her little persons. She could tell that Carter was worrying a bit. The way he was always hovering around her and watching her like hawk was sometimes frustrating, and she was glad that he got called away today so that she could take a small breather from his brooding.

She grinned. “Daddy’s brooding is not only because of his concern for you. Mom is also being a pain in his ass and not falling all over him. Even though he tries to boss her into giving in and then tries to spoil her by making sure she wants for nothing, except for his damn love.”

“Here is Mom’s life lesson before you both are born. Make sure to make a man work for it before giving in because you are worth it. Don’t settle.” She smiled when she felt a kick in agreement.

She reached Carter’s desk and walked around it. Opening the top drawer and not finding what she was looking for, she moved to the next drawer, still not seeing anything. She groaned because she knew that she was going to have to bend down to reach the other drawers, and with her belly, it sometimes got in her way, or she lost her breath.

She paused and then lowered herself to her knees on the carpet, then opened the bottom drawer. She tilted her head to the side, frowning at what she saw right on top of a stack of paper pads. It seemed to be a legal document. She pulled it out and began scanning it. With each section she read, her hands began to shake more and tears began to fall down her face.

She let out a loud scream when she heard, “What are you doing on your knees Zahara? The only time you should be this way is when you are pleasing me with my cock in your mouth,” she heard Carter say sardonically.

She looked up to see him looming at the side of his desk, and she scowled at his chipper mood.

“Here, let me help you get up,” he said as she struggled to move off the floor while holding the document.

She felt strong hands reach under her arm pits and pull her up, not even breaking a sweat. He always treated her like she was light as a feather, even though she knew she was quite heavy now.

“What is this?” She waved the document in her hand.

He took it from her, glancing at it before handing it back, his arms crossing over his chest and a shuttered expression now gracing his features.

“What does it look like Zahara?”

She stared down at the document, a warm feeling beginning to spread through her at the realization of what this paperwork meant.

“It’s a prenup.”

“Yes,” he said solemnly.

“It’s a prenup for me,” she prodded.

“Yes.”

She threw herself into his arms, and he wrapped them around her, being careful not to crush her belly against his lower stomach. Happiness was pouring through her. “You love me!” she shouted, tears cascading down her cheeks.

“Zahara,” he said huskily before going silent.

She pulled away, staring up at his face. And finally she saw it in his eyes. He was now exposing himself to her completely. She saw the depth of his love and fear and reached up to cup his face.

“You didn’t give me the prenup. I want to hear you say why,” she said softly, her heart beating fast.

“Because I trust you and have no intentions of ever letting you go. You are my world, and I—” He paused.

“Say it. You owe me the words, Carter. I promise your love will always be safe with me.”

“I know, it’s not that. I just don’t want to ever lose you. I need to keep you and our children safe. I don’t know what I would do if any harm ever came to you or if you left me like my mom did my dad.”

“We are not your parents, Carter. And I was lucky to have two loving parents that set the example of what love is. They taught me to never settle for anything less, unless blackmailed...” She narrowed her eyes at him.

He shrugged. “A man has to do what a man has to do to get a headstrong woman to marry him. What if something happened before you finally agreed to marry me?”

“You can’t live in fear of what-ifs, baby. I know that what happened with Delilah scared you and scarred you, but a love like ours doesn’t come around every day, and we have to live and love to the fullest.”

“I know that in my head, but—”

“You will have to move on. You have more than just me now to live for. And I want you to know that I wouldn’t want you to live alone. I’d want you to find someone else to love. Just like you would if something, ahh...” She stopped speaking because of the expression on his face.

“Never mind.” She laughed as Carter gave her a fierce scowl.

His expression softened. She could see a lightness in his eyes that traced over her features like a caress, and she stilled. “I love you,” he said quietly.

She gave a sigh and then thumbed him hard on the chest, causing him to let out a surprised cough. “Finally,” she groused, but then she grinned and pulled his head down, raining kisses all over his face. He stood still, seeming to bask in the feel of her touch and her love.

He pulled her into a hug, his head resting on top of her head.

“Please don’t ever leave me,” he said emotionally.

She felt sad. From the moment she met him, she had known that he carried a lot of pain inside, despite the fact that he seemed aloof and cold to others. She loved everything about the man and planned on making him happy for the rest of their lives, God willing, and to lighten his fear of loss with time.

“I can’t promise that baby, but know this, if anyone can defy physics, it would be me, and I will stay by your side and haunt you as a ghost.”

He stiffened and then pulled back with an expression of disbelief, his lips quirking up for a minute. He looked at her as if she had two heads, then shook his head as if saying he was not surprised by what she had just said.

“Yes, that’s right, I will haunt you every day and night. Or how about I get a degree in genetics and biotechnology after this one and clone myself? No. Female android of me? No.”

“Shut up and just say I love you too,” he said with laughter in his voice.

“I love you too,” she whispered. He pulled her close and kissed her like a flower needing sunlight.


Chapter 15

After reenacting some of what happened that day in the cabin again, and because they had recently gotten married, Carter wanted to do something special for Zahara. He knew he had gone too hard on her to get her to agree to marry him. Did he regret it? No, but he could apologize by giving her a proper proposal.

That wasn’t the only reason she was pissed. He had gone behind her back and went to talk to the Dean at her school to see if she could take a hiatus from her studies until the babies were born, as it was a medical emergency. He could see how run-down she was getting, and her ankles had begun to swell. The doctor was saying that she would have to go in for the c-section sooner than he had thought. He was now testing her blood for preeclampsia, and luckily, the last test hadn’t shown any indication of it yet. He was told to test her blood pressure to make sure it didn’t spike, and if it did, she would have to go in. Neither of them had been happy, but they trusted that the doctor was taking diligent care of the girls that Zahara was carrying and was doing his best to keep them in as long as possible.

Carter had lain there, holding Zahara as she slept while everything was playing around in his head. He had to take deep breaths, as fear almost consumed him when he thought about losing her or his children. He distracted himself with the idea of doing the engagement right, just the way he thought she would want to be proposed to.

He called his executive assistant to get him the number of a popular florist in New York and got them to rush over every available flower in their shop—and balloons if they had them. The flowers were delivered while Zahara slept, and he and Terry had gotten everything all set up, scattering flower petals throughout the hallway that led to the TV room across from the den—his office and hers. Yes, she had won that round, but her equipment was set up far, far away from his desk. He had a fire extinguisher at the ready for emergencies, as well as Reactine, just in case she accidently touched him with her experiments. Zahara scowled every time she saw the extinguisher or the pills.

He grinned at the memory. Since he told her he loved her, he had felt a lightness to his moods and his life. His wife was caring, loving, generous, funny, annoying, stubborn, and beautiful, so beautiful to him. He especially loved how she always gave herself over to him so freely in bed. He was always hard and wanting her.

Now that he had finally admitted his love for her, he loved telling her every chance he got and watching the look of happiness that shone on her face. Her happy expression made him feel on top of the world, and now he was keeping his vow to do whatever it took to keep his wife happy, with chef Terry’s help.

After strewing the petals, they arranged all the different flower baskets and balloons around the room, even hanging some from the ceiling. Carter kept checking his phone to make sure she was still sleeping. He had left his iPad on the dresser, facing the bed so he could keep watch and make sure she was okay and would know when she woke up.

Carter then got Terry to whip up a small cake. Lucky for him, the chef had stocked his kitchen with everything imaginable, just in case he was required to create something on the fly for Zahara or Carter.

He snuck back upstairs into his walk-in closet and tore the wrapping from a tuxedo he just got cleaned to wear to one of his many black-tie affairs. He changed into it, except for the tie and jacket. He was going to put that on when she woke up and made her way down the stairs.

He went back to his den to get some work done and wait while she slept. She must have been really tired, because she didn’t wake up until quite late in the evening. Outside it was already dark, and Terry had come out to suggest lighting the hallway with candles if they had any. For some reason, Zahara loved to collect different battery-powered lanterns in different shapes and sizes, and she had brought them to their new home in boxes. Carter had stored the majority of them on a shelf in the garage, and he now went out to get them and bring them in.

After turning them on, Carter had just sat down when he saw Zahara wake up and stretch in bed. She was still lying on her side, yawing and blinking her eyes, which he could see from the light in the hallway. She had reached behind her for him, and his heart had skipped a beat at seeing that. Then an abrupt laugh escaped him before he scowled.

Zahara had given his pillow a hard slap of disgruntlement, and he heard her hiss, “Ass, but I love you.”

He sighed; he knew she was still not over having to marry him, and her pregnancy was also making her moody. She was seven months along now. He hoped that all this effort he had gone through would make her a little happier.

He began to don his jacket and used the black screen of his laptop as a mirror to tie his black tie. He finished as he watched her go to the washroom to relieve herself. His eyes filled with her naked form, her breasts that were fuller from the pregnancy, her round belly, and her shaved pussy. He got hard just looking at her. She looked like a goddess from his dreams, even if her curls were all over the place—some strands were stuck to her face, others cascaded over her shoulders.

She was so naturally beautiful to him, and he couldn’t seem to control himself when he looked at her or touched her. He was not used to losing himself like that, and right now, he was feeling hot in his tux and wanted to take it off and embed himself inside of her again. But it would have to wait. She came back out and then went to the dresser to find something to wear. She took out her long, flowy chiffon nightie and the matching wrap. He hoped for his sanity that she would put on underwear, and she did, but she struggled for a minute to get it on. He could see her mouth moving and knew she was grumbling, probably cursing his name again.

He grimaced. She probably wasn’t going to be pleased that he was about to propose to her again while she was in her night wear, but he was determined to surprise her, and she looked beautiful. He envisioned what she’d worn to their wedding ceremony. Her nightie was of the same material—her bridesmaid and friend Coco had gifted her the set as a wedding present.

He refocused his thoughts to see that she had disappeared from the screen, and he cursed. He flew out of the door and made it into the TV room when he heard her on the bottom steps.

He closed the door partway, then lowered himself to one knee. In one hand he had the box with her ring, and in the other a bouquet of flowers that he knew were her favourite.

There was utter silence now, and he knew that she was seeing the flower petals on the floor as she walked through the hallway. Seconds ticked by that seemed like minutes, and she still hadn’t walked into the room where he was waiting. Perhaps he should have made an arrow with some of the white roses. Then he heard Terry speak.

“Ma’am, may I escort you the rest of the way into the TV room where your surprise is waiting? Here Zahara, blow on this and wipe your tears before you go,” he heard Terry suggest.

He then heard Terry clear his throat loudly to let Carter know that they were close to the door and that he should be ready.

For the first time in his life, Carter was nervous. He was finding it hard to swallow and was fighting to control his breathing. He closed off his emotions when the door swung open and Zahara stood in the doorway, surrounded by the lights coming from the lanterns.

Her hair was in a curly mass around her face and shoulders. She had brushed it out before she came down, and she had slippers on her feet.

She stood there in the doorway, taking everything in, including him on his knees, and tears began to pour down her cheeks. Terry tapped her on the shoulder and she turned to him. He indicated for her to proceed and smiled at her encouragingly.

Zahara came into the room, making her way to Carter. Then she stopped in front of him, her hands clasped on her belly.

He handed her the flowers, and she took them with a teary smile, bringing them to her nose and breathing in deeply. When she lowered it back down, Carter took her left hand in his.

Carter was going to try and joke about his two proposal attempts, but instead simply said, “Zahara, I love you with all of my heart, and I’m glad you didn’t give up on me or our love, which you knew was meant to be.” His lips quirked up, and so did hers. She nodded as if saying, Damn right I did.

He continued, “You have enriched my life more than I can say, and I hope to always do that for you too. Will you marry me and do me the honor of being my wife?”

She stared down at him, her gaze searching his, and what she saw must have convinced her to agree because she smiled through her watery tears and nodded.

“Yes, I will marry you again. I love you so much.” Her fingers shook as he placed her second engagement ring on her hand. This would later turn into a gift for giving birth to the girls. It was a matching eternity ring, this time with rubies. He rose and leaned down, giving his wife a kiss that soon consumed them both. They moaned as they got lost in each other’s touch. He pulled back because he was ready to burst and wanted to be inside her, but he had also decided that day that he would have to wait until she delivered the girls. He didn’t want anything to harm either of them.

She looked at him quizzically. “I have something else for you,” Carter murmured. “Terry, you can bring it in,” he added loudly.

Terry walked in with the cake for Zahara, and her eyes lit up. She had been put on a special diet so that she wouldn’t develop gestational diabetes and had not been happy about it. But tonight was a celebration, and Carter had Terry make her favourite flavour and icing.

They each took a slice and fed each other the cake like they had done at the wedding, except this time, it was out of happiness and love, not betrayal or anger.

She giggled, and he raised his eyebrows as he consumed the cake.

“You have some crumbs on your chin.” She reached out and flicked them away, but then her face suddenly changed, and her hand began to shake.

She looked at him in stunned surprise. “I don’t feel well. I think—”

He threw the plate with the cake aside and caught her just in time before she could hit the floor.


Chapter 16

He stood there stunned as chaos whirled around him. He vaguely remembered Terry yelling at him and then calling the ambulance for Zahara. The paramedics had shoved him out of the way, and he had almost knocked one out to get back to her. But Zahara had woken up and had told him in a shaky voice to calm down and let them look at her.

They had ridden in the ambulance, him holding on to her cold hand while she softly smiled at him and talked to him to let him know everything was going to be okay. From what the paramedics had told him, her blood pressure had spiked, and she needed to go to the hospital. He had called Dr. Peterson, who was now on his way. They would prep a room for Zahara at the hospital, as it was time to deliver the babies.

Carter remembered calling his mom to let her know what was happening before hanging up and getting into the ambulance.

As soon as they arrived at the hospital, everything went sideways. She fainted again, and they rushed her to emergency, where Dr. Peterson was already waiting in his scrubs.

“We are going to run some tests while we get her ready for surgery to figure out what we are dealing with,” he explained. “Nurse, help Mr. Brooks get in his scrubs and then take him to the operating room.” Carter was about to protest when Zahara’s hand reached out and touched his. “I will be okay, just go and change so that you are in time to meet your daughters.” She smiled.

He nodded, and the nurse led him into the room that was ready for Zahara after she gave birth. After changing into scrubs, they escorted him down to where the doctor and his team were waiting.

“We cut her out of her clothes and ran some tests. We are waiting for the results, but her blood pressure is high, and I feel that she has preeclampsia, so we are going to administer the epidural to numb her. Are you ready to meet your girls?” Dr. Peterson asked, distracted as he checked her vitals and then looked at something on his iPad.

He pursed his lips, and Carter began to worry about what the doctor was seeing.

Nurses entered carrying neonatal units for the preemie babies, and then the doctor went into the next room and spoke to someone else that was in there waiting. He returned shortly after and took charge of the room.

“Are we ready? Please start the drip. Carter, your wife does have preeclampsia, and we are now going to take the twins out.”

“Carter,” Zahara whispered behind the top of the sheet covering her. He walked over to hold her hand as they put dye on her belly. He stared into her eyes as the doctor began to work to get the twins out safely.

He heard, “Nurse, here is the first twin.” He glanced over to see his child covered in blood, her body squirming as the nurse hurried over to grab her and wrap her in a towel before going over to a team of doctors, who began to look her over. He held his breath and then let it out when he heard her cry. He looked down to see Zahara smiling with tears running down her cheeks, and he felt emotional too. His first child had just been delivered.

“Nurse, here is number two. The hidden one,” Dr. Peterson tried to joke. Everyone chuckled, but Carter just turned to look at his other daughter as she was brought over to the team to be looked over. Both babies were then brought over for them to see, and Zahara and Carter cried at their precious daughters and kissed their hands before they were placed in the incubator.

“I love you,” Carter said, his voice filled with emotion. He was now a husband and thanks to Zahara, a father. He felt such joy.

“I love you too,” Zahara said, her voice sounding weak. He frowned. He turned when the doctor raised himself over the sheet and looked at both of them. “Zahara, you did well, and the team are taking care of the twins. I will just—”

Carter suddenly heard beeping sounds, and one of the attending doctors said, “She is crashing, doctor.”

He looked down to see Zahara’s eyes closed, as if she was sleeping. His head was screaming no, no, no!

He was swiftly ushered out of the operating room and found himself numbly staring around in the waiting room as they worked on Zahara. He was growing cold inside when he suddenly felt a warm hand on his.

“Son, she will be okay. You yourself said that Dr. Peterson is the best, and he will not let anything happen to Zahara or the girls.”

“You have to have faith in her and your love,” his mother added. “Don’t succumb to the panic; your girls need you, and so does Zahara.”

He stared over at his mother, his eyes blurry from the stress and worry, and the guilt. “This would not be happening to her if I had just left her alone,” he whispered.

He felt a hard thumb on his shoulder. “Snap out of it. You are already burying her before you know anything. This is not good for you, son.”

He looked around the room at everyone in there waiting with him. He was surrounded by people that loved them both, and they were worried about her and him.

His mother was right, he needed to snap out of it and have faith in his wife. He took a deep breath and stood up. “Anyone for coffee?”

As he was about to take a step, Dr. Peterson came into the waiting room, searching for him. Once he spotted Carter, the doctor walked over with a grim look on his face.

“Carter, your wife is out of surgery. Did she complain about any pain in her legs or hips?”

Carter shook his head no.

“No? Okay, it looks like she developed a blood clot that travelled to her lungs. But we got it, and she is resting peacefully.”

Carter felt such a rush of relief and happiness.

“She will need to be monitored in the hospital in case of more clotting, and we’ve put her on blood thinners. But she will be okay.”

“Thank God,” Carter heard his mother murmur and his family responding the same way. His felt his siblings and father alongside him as the doctor spoke and could feel them giving him their strength and support.

“Can I see her?” Carter asked.

“Yes, you can go in and see your wife and daughters. They are in the room with her and the nurses.”

He didn’t wait for the doctor to finish before striding away. He heard his mother say, “I am calling Lily with the good news. They were waiting at the airport.”

Carter hurried down the busy corridor and took the escalator to take him to his wife and daughters.

When her reached her room, he went straight over to his wife and ran his gaze over her, making sure that what the doctor had said was true. She was okay and sleeping soundly. He heard her light snore and smiled. He leaned down and kissed her. Wanting to crawl into the bed and just hold her, he instead took her hand and kissed it before forcing himself to step away and go and check on his daughters.

He stared in admiration at his little girls sleeping, both their lips bunched up in a pout. They were pale and had tufts of black hair on their heads. They looked so small to him. He felt a fierce urge to snatch them out of the incubators and take them home, where he could protect and care for them. But they were not ready yet, so he had to settle for just gazing at his pride and joy. He couldn’t wait to see what they would look like as they gained weight. Judging by the colour of their nails, they would be slightly darker than the colour they were now. Their eyes were closed, so he didn’t know what colour they were yet. He hoped hazel, just like their mother.

He heard a groan and moved away from the babies to check on Zahara, but he saw that she was still sleeping.

He sat down in a chair and let the tears fall. They were tears of sorrow for the guilt and loss he had with Delilah, but also tears of joy for his second chance at love with Zahara and his children. She had been right; she was the flame that lit his soul, and whatever happened, he was going to cherish every moment with her and the children. Because life was meant to be lived and loved; you never knew what would happen.

He leaned forward, his forehead against the side of hers, and he whispered in her ear, “I love you so much Zahara. You scared the living shit out of me. Don’t you do that again. You are my joy, and I can’t wait for you to get out of the hospital so we can continue our journey together.”

She sighed, and he felt her fingers in his hair, lightly caressing his scalp.

“I love you too. For the rest of our lives, baby, till infinity.”

He paused, shocked for a second, and then smiled. They were definitely meant to be. He then caressed the ring on the finger that held the engraved symbol that she had yet to see.

“Till infinity.”


Epilogue

Zahara moved Abigail up her hip as she and Carter, who was carrying Delilah, made their way into the new hotel, which was having its opening. The day had been a busy one. They had a check-up with Dr. Peterson to discuss Zahara’s recent ultrasound and find out the sex of their new child. This time there was only one child inside of her, and it was a boy. They had celebrated in bed first, and that was why they were late to attend the auction that was happening at the hotel, put on by his brothers.

The auction’s big prize was a weekend with a bachelor or bachelorette of the winner’s choice. All proceeds would go to the homeless, runaway teens, and mothers needing homes. The charity they were supporting was being run by Diamond, Ambra’s sister, and it was a fancy black tie and cocktail event.

They hurried to the ballroom where everything had been set up and spotted Elizabeth and Carter Sr. waiting in the back. They approached them and handed Carter’s parents the children and their bags for the overnight stay with their grandparents.

Elizabeth smiled and bestowed kisses on her grandchildren, causing them to giggle.

“How was the check-up? Everything good?”

“Yes, baby and mother are doing great in the hands of Dr. Peterson.”

“Oh, how is he doing? That was rough when the scandal hit about his peculiarities and how he and his wife met.”

“He seemed to be okay, but whatever happened to him isn’t our business, as long as he takes care of my wife and children.” Carter shrugged and then moved to the side when he was approached by one of his staff members. He nodded and then returned to them, putting his arm around Zahara.

Elizabeth nodded. “Well, time to get these two beauties home for their nap.”

They groaned because the children now understood what the word nap meant and didn’t like it.

Zahara watched as Abigail’s silver eyes began to tear up and a pout formed, followed by Delilah mimicking her older sister.

“Yes, and then after you wake up, Grandma and Grandpa will have a treat for you.” The girls perked up after hearing that. They both had a sweet tooth, just like their mother.

Both Zahara and Carter laughed when the girls clapped their chubby hands with happiness.

“Are you going to stay for a bit? I heard Michael is up next to be auctioned off.”

“No, we just called the car, and it is almost here. Besides, we already know who is going to bid for him, and I just wish she would stop stringing him along.”

“He is a grown man, and you would think that after almost two years of being jerked around, he would move away. But who knows, maybe now she is willing to give him a chance if she is bidding on him.”

They turned to the stage when the MC announced that Michael would be up next.

“Okay dears, see you tomorrow. Have a wonderful time tonight. You both deserve it. Proud of the new hotel, Carter.”

Elizabeth leaned over, giving Zahara and Carter a kiss on the cheek each, then she and Carter Sr. left with Abigail and Delilah.

Carter ushed Zahara to one of the chairs for the audience and the people purchasing their dates, and they watched as Michael came out.

He looked handsome in his red tuxedo with its black lapel and matching pants. His hair was longer than it used to be and fell to his shoulders, the dark colour bringing out the silver in his eyes. He had become famous in the past two years after he and Ben had taken over some of the Brooks’ holdings to help their brother out, giving him more time to spend with his family.

Zahara was grateful for that, as it allowed Carter to help her out with taking care of the children and trying to finish school. Three months after the new baby Max was born, she was going to start her internship. At the same time, Carter wanted to get started on the process of building her factory on the land he had purchased for her. It was scheduled to be complete when her internship was over, once she had graduated with her degree.

Zahara’s attention was caught by the announcer introducing Michael and telling the audience what his date would entail: a weekend getaway at their chalet in Switzerland; an all-expenses-paid trip on their jet and then being pampered by Michael all weekend long.

She watched as paddles began to flip up and down, making her dizzy as people tried to win the date. Finally there were only a few paddles left in the race. One of them belonged to the woman Michael had been pining for since meeting her in Switzerland. That’s why he had picked the location. He wanted it to be a romantic gesture that she would never forget.

The announcer began to wrap up the bidding. “Going once, for 100K.” Then another paddle shot into the air. “500K!” a woman’s voice said.

Both Carter and Zahara froze as they recognized the voice, and they watched as Michael’s face tightened, not looking happy.

“We have a new bet! Any more takers for 575K or 600K? For the ultimate bachelor?” the auctioneer said. Everyone turned to look at Summer, who had been outbidding everyone so far. Now the crowd waited to see what she would do next. Michael was about to be the most expensive date at the auction so far.

Summer shook her head no.

“Going once, going twice. Sold! To the lady in red.”

Michael stepped away from the podium and strode angrily towards the woman who had just won the date with him.

Zahara couldn’t see over the crowd of people, so she stood up to spot Ambra, who was sitting in her chair looking shocked and dismayed.

In the deafening silence of the ballroom, she suddenly and loudly blurted out, “Oh boy, this is going to be goooood!”


Next Book to be Released - Michael and Ambra

Charity Auction Gone Wrong…

Our family casino was running a charity auction this year to raise money for homeless shelters. The theme was to win a weekend getaway with prominent people ranging from stars, athletes, influencers, wealthy elites, and me, one of the heirs to the Brooks fortune.

The woman I had been yearning for and chasing after for almost two year was finally going to be in my grasp. We had planned for her to be the final bid at my auction, getting the weekend away with me and her name in the papers as the woman to outbid everyone for one of the Brooks heirs.

But the chance slipped through my fingers when mine and my fraternal twin brother’s childhood best friend, Ambra, got in the way, ruining the easy-going friendship we had. With one jokingly last wave of her hand, she ended up claiming the date with me.

Now, instead of our friendship, all I see is anger and retaliation.

This will cost her the whole weekend, submitting to my every want and desire. Her body will now belong to me.
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