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Chapter One
 
Twenty-one days.
Twenty-one days of rehashing events and pulling his hair out. It’d been three weeks since Jacque’s play party, and Ian was unraveling at a rapid rate. Julia was going through hell, and he was incapable of helping her. 
And he called himself a professional? He knew human behavior inside and out. He was a so-called master in his field. He’d helped more people than he could count. Every year he received stacks of cards and hundreds of emails – all from clients who professed he’d changed their lives and relationships for the better. Yet, at that moment, none of it mattered. If he couldn’t benefit the one woman who meant the most to him in this world, he was a fraud.
He canceled his appointments for the day and left his office for the front room. It was late morning, and Julia was upstairs finally getting a bit of shut-eye. It’d been another restless night, another one to add to the tally. She’d woken up early and tried to leave the bed, but he’d used soft caresses and gentle words to coax her back to sleep. How long that’d be effective was anyone’s guess.
He sat down on the hearth and wished the trees were shedding their leaves instead of growing them. It was too warm to start a fire, but he could sure use the tranquility of a roaring blaze. He looked to the floor, remembering how he’d found her there the morning after the party. Naked, sleeping, curled up in a ball. He’d kneeled beside her and lightly covered her with a blanket, not wanting to disturb her but wanting to ensure she was okay. When she did rouse, she immediately opened her mouth before opening her eyes. 
What the hell? 
Ian plowed his hands through his hair. There’d been a couple similar incidents since. He’d come down to find her in front of the fireplace, snuggled up like a kitten, and wondered if she was starting to sleepwalk now. She assured him she always left the bed while awake and simply found the area comfortable enough to doze off, but in his opinion, that only made the situation more alarming.
Her wandering had prompted him to stay up and watch over her, barely sleeping himself. Now, he was physically and mentally drained, on top of the emotional strain.
A physician friend had checked her over, and she’d received a clean bill of health. At one point, Ian had even suspected pregnancy. Julia stayed current on her injections, but no methods were foolproof. Once contraceptive failure was ruled out, a mild sedative was suggested. As exhausted as she was, both he and Julia declined that option. A pill wouldn’t help matters if they couldn’t discover the root of the problem first. He was starting to fear that he was the cause. He certainly wasn’t the solution.
He splayed his hands out as wide as he could stand, relaxing them as he thought of the previous night. She had cooked for him, and it’d been heaven in his mouth. His glowing appreciation pleased her and brought out her beautiful smile. He longed to see more of that. He needed to get her back to the place where all her needs were met. To see her unfulfilled was killing him.
One step forward, a few steps back. Make love, accusatory dinner with her parents. Heartfelt conversations, fitful sleep and tears. Laughter and affection, crushing memories reminding him how he’d failed her.
It all rounded back to him. Ian rubbed the back of his neck, stiffness taking over. His strength dissolved with each passing day and his fears were becoming reality. He wasn’t providing, and he was losing her. How had everything changed so quickly?
“I didn’t expect to find you here.”
Julia stood in the doorway, cup in hand, wearing his blue button-down. She was drowning in it, looking so tiny and fragile. Her appetite hadn’t been the same either, and she’d lost a bit of weight. Nothing extreme, but it was still too much for him. Anything less than her full, radiant self was unacceptable. Something had to be done. Today.
“And I was hoping you’d sleep longer.” He held out his arms for her, and she ambled over and curled into his lap, the strong scent of peppermint filling his nose. “Are you feeling any better?”
She took a sip of tea, then rested her head on his shoulder. “A little.”
He fondled her hair, combing his fingers through the long strands. “Would you like something to eat?”
“I’m not hungry.”
He sighed and kissed the top of her head. It wouldn’t accomplish anything to have another discussion. She couldn’t pinpoint exactly what was wrong, and he believed her. Her restlessness started before Jacque’s, but that party had acted as a magnifier, greatly compounding the issue. Julia still held blame for the outcome of that night, thinking she’d let him down. It was yet another thing he couldn’t fix. She was unhappy, and he couldn’t satisfy her. He was dying inside. She deserved better.
He took the cup from her and set it aside. “Come with me, love. I’ll carry you.” She glanced up at him as he rose with her cradled in his arms. “We’re going to the shower.”
“Right now? Are we leaving somewhere?”
He held her tightly as he trudged up the stairs. “I love you, angel. Everything I do, I do for you. If you believe nothing else, please believe that.” 
His chest felt numb. He didn’t elaborate, and she didn’t ask. As light as she was, his muscles still trembled. His limbs felt defective, fatigued and useless.
Ian set her down in the bathroom while he adjusted the water temperature. When it was hot, he turned around to her naked body, shirt lying on the floor. He instantly hardened. At least there was one part of him that still worked. 
She reached for him, and he pulled her into an embrace before also stripping down. He took her hand and led her into the shower. The steamy spray rushed over them, giving him a sense of peace before the dread seeped back into his pores. It was too painful to think about what would happen after the water ran cold, but he knew it had to be done. Julia was his life, and she must come first. His wants and needs were paltry in comparison.
He poured some soap onto a washcloth and ran it over her arms in soft strokes. Her hand clasped around his cock, and he inhaled sharply before removing it. “I’m in here to take of you. Let me do that.” He already desperately missed her touch, but this wasn’t the time.
“But you’re hard.”
“I’m always hard for you. Now turn around.”
He pulled her hair aside and soaped up her shoulders as the jet pelted against his back. The mist enveloped them like a cocoon, and he wanted to make it last forever. When he traveled down her chest, over her breasts and taut nipples, she let out a slow moan. He pushed away the throbbing ache spreading through him and carried on.
Down her belly and across her hipbone, he journeyed down one leg and up the other. Slowly he lathered her, tiny circles moving over her flushed skin. He switched to her backside, the globes of flesh making him want to grab hold and bury inside. He kept a slight distance, not allowing lust to derail him.
She tried to push against him, tempting him with her soft body and low whimpers. Why he refused himself the pleasure of her tightness, her sweetness, he wasn’t entirely sure. Thrusting into her would gratify the both of them, but he denied himself. However, she would not leave the shower ungratified, not while he still had the ability to fulfill her sexual needs. He wanted to drink in her climax, feeling her quiver against his tongue, tasting her to the fullest.
He washed her hair next, caressing the shampoo and conditioner into her tresses. Ian took his time; the need to experience her was all-consuming. It felt as if he had to memorize every last morsel of her, as if he could ever forget. 
He rinsed her off, then sat her back and spread her open. The mixture of products and steam made her silkier, and when he dug his fingers into her moist thighs, they slipped smoothly over her skin. The water teemed down on him while he lowered his mouth between her legs, her pussy feeling like velvet against his lips.
She moaned as his tongue swept through her cleft, circling her clit. His cock pulsed with each gasp out of her mouth. He widened her and licked deeply, wanting her to feel consumed by him. In this perfect moment, he needed to truly believe he owned her.
His lips rubbed against the creamy folds, his teeth nipping at her tender skin. He was no fool. He knew why she was bare. She may keep her pussy smooth now because she loved the increased sensitivity, but she would’ve never discovered that if it weren’t for…. 
He sucked on her swollen nub, and she cried out. He savored her beautiful cunt – every delectable inch revealed to his eyes and mouth – but his gut twisted. He wasn’t the one she initially did it for. The idea had terrified her, so he’d never pushed her. Ian’s eternal goal was to make her happy, but he wasn’t even sure how to do that anymore. Even when she’d begged to be stretched beyond her limits, he’d backed down and couldn’t go through with it. So, how the hell could he make her happy when he wasn’t even strong enough to give her what she needed?
Her orgasm exploded over his tongue, her hips jerking, her pussy grinding against his lips. The temperature change was obvious, and she started to shiver, but he made sure she completed. Physically, he could still meet her needs, and he took full advantage. He captured every last bit of her pleasure in his mouth, devouring her with everything in him. She quickly came a second time, and he took that too. 
His wife, his world, his life. 
Without a word, he rose and turned off the cooled-down shower, grabbing a large towel to wrap around her. He dabbed off the remaining droplets and dried her hair. She was exceptionally quiet as if she sensed something was about to change. Or perhaps she was just that exhausted. Either way, he was grateful for the silence. He wanted the time to love and care for her before the inevitable questions came. He didn’t have all the answers; he only had a last resort.
After they were both dressed, he took her by the hand and led her down the stairs. When they reached the front door, she finally looked at him, her pale eyes filled with confusion. “Where are we going?”
He opened the door and steadied himself, squeezing his eyes tightly when a wave of dizziness ran through him. “You’ll have that answer soon. Just remember how much I love you.” Her hand shook in his, and that clawed away at his heart. He knew he owed her a better response. He owed her so much more than he was capable of giving her.
He clutched her tightly as they walked to the car, his legs leaden. He opened the door for her and came around to the driver’s side, slumping into the seat. Ian resisted slamming his head against the steering wheel. He loved her so damn much.
He started up the car, pulling out to the street while she rested her head against the window. He grabbed her hand again, wishing they were back in the shower, their bodies pressed against each other. He mourned their once-perfect life together, and he wanted to go back in time and change every last thing that’d come between them. Every last thing that had threatened and torn them apart. Ian wanted to destroy it all, and at that moment, himself included.
Her small hand fit so well inside his, and he didn’t know how he’d ever be able to let it go. A nasty taste filled his mouth, but he swallowed it down. There’d be plenty of time to get sick later. Right now he had to keep it together.
She tensed, digging in her nails as they came closer to their destination. “Ian, explain what’s going on.” She tugged her hand, but he kept them together, not wanting to detach until the last possible second. She looked out the window and then turned back to him, her gaping mouth speechless.
“I think you know now where we’re going, and I beg you to trust me.”
“Ian,” she whispered, her wide eyes dashing back and forth. He hated this, hated everything about it, except giving her the opportunity for contentment. If there was anyone in the world who deserved it, it was her.
He clung to that thought because it violently sickened him to know that Jon could give her that fulfillment better than he could. Ian loved her enough to set her free.
They parked in front of his house, and she turned ashen. With a great deal of sadness, he loosened his grip and stepped out of the car. When he opened the passenger side door, she gazed up at him, blinking wildly and shaking her head. He held out his hand. “Please come with me, angel.” A part of him wanted her to fight, to refuse to get out of the car, but a larger part wanted her happy and well. He needed her to hurry or else he feared having a breakdown right there.
Her legs trembled as she got out of the car. Jon waited on the porch, and Ian could barely look at him, even knowing this was for the best. Her benefit was still a brutal blow to his chest. Ian had much difficulty catching his breath the farther they walked up the path, but when her quivering intensified for reasons he suspected were due to something other than fear, he felt his decision justified. If only he could convince his heart because it was lying all over the ground, shattered and bloody. 
“Julia, go inside,” Jon said.
She moved closer to Ian, grimacing. Nibbling on her lip, she looked to him for direction. It gave him a small thrill to see her disregard Jon’s command, but it was short-lived. They were there for a reason, and it had nothing to do with him. He wasn’t there to have his ego placated.
“Ian?” 
“Listen to him, love.” She cocked her head and just stared at him. When her shoulders slumped, and she looked away, the world began to spin around him. He didn’t know how much longer he could tolerate this. He had to get away. Once he left, she’d get better. 
“Now,” Jon repeated with more force, holding the door open. Julia dropped her head and darted inside, her response turning him to ice. His heart was already destroyed, and it wouldn’t be long before the rest of him followed suit. Ian clenched his jaw. He had to get a damn grip. This was what she needed, and he had to be man enough to deal with it.
Jon closed the door after her, then narrowed his eyes at him. “Nice to see you filled her in beforehand, but I suppose that is your style.”
Ian ground his teeth; he refused to get provoked. None of this was an accident, and he had full control of the situation. “It was easier this way.”
“For whom? Certainly not for the woman you claim to love.”
Ian gripped Jon’s arm, dragging him farther away from the door. They eyeballed each other and Ian’s fury escalated, but he kept it festering inside. He took a deep breath. “I’m warning you, Jon. If anyone other than you touches a single finger on her, I will break every one of yours.”
Jon grinned. “No worries, friend. I will treat her as my own.”
Ian released his hand and turned away before he lost his nerve. Before he crushed Jon’s skull against the bricks. In a twisted way, Jon was doing him a favor, and he couldn’t lose sight of that. He couldn’t forget the promise he’d made to Julia… and to himself.
He walked back to the car, lackluster and vacant, on the verge of collapse. He’d made the vow to give Julia what she needed or die trying. Well, he managed to accomplish both. He rested his forehead on the hood and closed his eyes. He was now just an empty shell devoid of life.
Dead inside.



Chapter Two
 
Julia paced around Jonathan’s front room, staring at the floor. She had no desire to view his home. The only thing of interest to her was outside in the form of her husband. Jonathan had shut the front door; they had both shut her out completely. Didn’t she have a right to their conversation? This certainly involved her too. 
Peering through the blinds didn’t amount to anything and good luck hearing even a single word. She frowned. There were too many memories swirling around and too many emotions flooding her system. This had to be a joke. The only reason she came inside was because Ian told her to listen to Jonathan, for reasons unknown. It was a complete and utter mystery to her, and she did not like it one bit. She suddenly didn’t feel so tired anymore. She was riled up enough to sprint home on a single breath.
The door finally opened, and Jonathan stepped through it. Ian was nowhere in sight. She peeked out and didn’t spot his car either. He left… without her?
“Please tell me what’s going on,” she said, her body starting to shake. Her stomach cramped, and she bowed over.
“Sit.”
She ignored him. A knife was slashing its way through her insides, and she just wanted relief. She rocked her body, hoping the movement would provide some.
“I said sit.”
She crouched down, letting her butt plop to the ground. He came over and loomed right in front of her, but she kept her gaze planted on the floor. “You were waiting at the door like you were expecting me,” she said. 
If he was… that wouldn’t make any sense at all. Her neck tingled remembering his hand there a few weeks ago as if he’d branded her skin, leaving an invisible sensor that activated whenever he was near. She folded her arms, supporting her head on them. It was enough to make her crazy.
“I was.”
She blinked, raising her head. She stared up at his face and the vibrations traveled over more than just her neck. But she couldn’t deal with that right now. She needed answers.
“Are you going to tell me why I’m here?”
“Ian hasn’t been doing a very good job lately telling you things you should know.”
Her heart raced. Did something happen? Ian had been very mysterious. Maybe there was something wrong. Maybe he was sick and… no, that didn’t make any sense either. None of that would explain why he’d left her with Jonathan.
“Just tell me, okay? I can’t handle another game right now.”
He lifted his eyebrows at that, sitting down next to her. He wasn’t close enough to touch her, but it hardly mattered. She could feel the electricity all the same.
“Your husband made arrangements with me late last night. You’ll be under my care for an undetermined amount of time.”
“What?”
She shot up so quickly she saw stars, believing none of it. Again, this was all a joke, right? Or a test…. Yes, Ian was testing her. He wanted to see how she’d handle being alone with Jonathan, if she’d have enough self-control to resist temptation. She started to pace the room again. She’d failed to prove she belonged to Ian completely when they were at that stupid play party, and now he was giving her another chance to make things right. 
Julia rubbed her face briskly; what she needed was to dunk it into a bucket of ice. Something didn’t add up correctly. She’d been honest with her husband that night, and wasn’t that the most important thing – complete access to her thoughts and emotions? Her head was whirling out of control, and she was so, so dizzy.
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