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P R O L O G U E

Hudson

BETRAYAL CUTS DEEP, SLICING THROUGH WHAT YOU BELIEVE TO BE

true and the things you hold closest to your heart. It creates new

realities, boundaries, and solutions for even the minutest details

of your life.

And it’s sneaky. You don’t know it’s coming.

When it hits, it’s like an earthquake destroying everything in

its path and ripping the core of your foundation.

You’ll question who you are and hate yourself when you

never did before.

You’ll no longer enjoy what you used to get pleasure from and

beat yourself up for allowing yourself to think you had a right to

indulge in it.

You’ll live in a bubble of pain and take out your hurt on those

you hold dearest to you without even realizing it.

Then when you think you have a hold on it and have moved

on, it comes back to bite you again, only this time, you should

have seen it coming.
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But you don’t.

The new betrayal hides in a shiny package, bearing gifts of

hope and new beginnings.

When it strikes again, it hits harder, creating a seismic wave a

hundred times more potent, stretching further than the eye can

see. The second time around, it attempts to destroy the light in

your life you struggled to obtain because of all the issues you

have from the first time it annihilated you.

Kate Contro is my betrayal.

Lena Woods is my light.

This time, I’ll need to crawl quickly through the grasp of

betrayal.

The first time Kate struck, I took it personally. I assumed it

was only about me. If I had paid attention, I would have seen all

things connect.

On paper, she is a therapist, an expert in assisting gang defec‐
tors in re-entering society.

Off paper, she is a master of manipulation.

When I met her, Beckett was in prison for a crime he didn’t

commit. A murder from the hands of Skates, the leader of the

Twisted Hearts, the fastest-growing gang in the nation.

For three years, she was always interested in my family. I

thought it was because she loved me.

I was wrong.

When I caught her cheating on me with a fisherman from

Cortez, I didn’t want to know anything about the guy. She had

cheated on me. I wasn’t enough for her. The last thing I wanted

to do was see who she chose over me.

If I had stopped worrying about my hurt ego, I would have

inquired more about him and learned how he was Skates’ right

hand. I would have noticed him on the boat even though Ryland

put a bullet in his head.

And when the name Max Crello came up, I would have

connected him to Kate and never let her step foot in my house.
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I slept with the enemy, but I never knew it. If I had done any

of these things instead of just taking it personal, I would have.

And now Lena, my light, is in the middle of the earthquake.

This time, make no mistake, I won’t bury my head in the sand.

Kate, and every other Twisted Heart involved, will pay.

Betrayal goes both ways.
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1

Lena

WHERE ARE THEY GOING?

Triker pulls Gabriella out of the VIP room, and panic shoots

through me. Since my Twisted Hearts husband Max Crello has

been missing, Sid Triker gave me his word to protect me. When

information came in that Max was probably dead, Triker pledged

to me that he would continue to protect me if I stayed loyal

to him.

Gabriella and I have become good friends, and I go most

places they go. The men in the VIP room are dangerous, and I

don’t want to be left alone with them.

I rise to leave and almost get past the couch when a man nick‐
named Razor reaches for me and pulls me onto his lap. He’s

drunk and attempted to take me home a few weeks ago, but

Triker stopped him. Razor got his nickname because it’s his

favorite tool to torture people.

My heart starts beating hard, and I try to get up, but he has

me on lockdown. The anxiety in my chest tightens, he gets grab‐
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bier with me, and a tear runs down my cheek right as everything

goes dark, and the FBI raids the club.

Bullets go flying, and within minutes I’m crushed under two

men with pain searing through my rib cage.

I’m not sure if I’ve been shot or if I’m dying. Blood is every‐
where, and I’m shaking. It seems like it’s forever, but when the

lights finally come back on, I’m wearing a hospital gown, and

Gabriella has her arm around me. A woman with red hair sits

across from us and tells me that her name is Chloe, and she’s

with the FBI.

I tremble harder in fear and focus on Gabriella.

The First Lady won’t hurt me.

“It’s okay. She’s good. We’re safe now,” Gabriella insists with

her arm around me. She’s wearing the same pale-blue hospital

gown I am.

I take a deep breath, and pain shoots through my rib cage.

“Ow,” I cry out. “Was I shot?”

“You broke a rib. Everything will be okay,” Chloe tells me in a

calm voice.

“Did you get shot?” I ask Gabriella.

Her face scrunches in pain, and tears fall. “No. But Sid did.”

Sid got shot?

“Is he here?” I ask Gabriella confused about how Sid could

ever get hurt.

More tears fall. “He died.”

Triker is dead? Who’s in charge? Who will protect me? Gabriella.

She’s the First Lady. She will be in line to take over.

Fear cripples me. I grip Gabriella’s arm. “You have to protect

me. Please don’t let them hurt me.”

Gabriella scoots closer to me. “No one will hurt you now.

We’re safe.”

“I’ll pledge my loyalty to you. Please don’t let the men hurt

me,” I beg her.

She puts her arms around my shoulders. “Shh. You don’t have
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to pledge anything. We are no longer part of the Twisted Hearts.

We’ve been rescued. It’s okay. No one will harm you.”

“I don’t understand,” I say, and more tears fall.

Chloe and Gabriella continue to explain to me the FBI killed

almost everyone in the club and there were few survivors.

Gabriella and I are two of them.

I’m no longer part of the Twisted Hearts.

Who will protect me?

I don’t have any money. How will I survive?

I quiver harder, and Gabriella pulls me closer.

“I don’t have any money. Where will I go?”

“Shh. You don’t have to worry about that. Everything will be

okay,” she tells me.

“I know this is difficult to process right now. Try not to

worry. We will figure everything out for you. It will be okay,”

Chloe gently tells me and pats my hand. “I’m going to step out for

a minute. I’ll be right back, okay?”

Chloe and Gabriella exchange a look I can’t interpret, and she

leaves.

“Please accept my loyalty to you. I promise I will never betray

you,” I plead with Gabriella.

She strokes my cheek. “Lena, everything is going to be okay. I

won’t leave you. I promise.”

“Can we go home?”

“We are going to go to a new home. We can’t ever go back

there.”

“But I don’t have money,” I whisper again.

Gabriella continues assuring me I don’t need any, but it isn’t

making sense.

“We can stay at my brother Hudson’s house. He lives on the

beach. Won’t that be nice?” Gabriella says.

“Hudson?” I whisper.

I don’t know a Hudson.

“Yes.”
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“Is he mean or nice?” I ask as fresh tears stream down my

face.

Gabriella squeezes my shoulder. “He’s nice. All my brothers

are nice. Remember how I told you I had a fiancé who was an FBI

agent?”

FBI agent? The Twisted Hearts kill FBI agents. The First Lady can’t

be with one anymore. Maybe she’s confused?

“I told you on the beach.”

My chest tightens. “Who will protect us? I don’t want to go

with the bad men.”

“We aren’t. We’re going with my fiancé and brothers. They are

all going to protect us, and you don’t have to worry.”

“No?”

“No.”

Chloe comes back in and talks, but I barely hear her. I have no

money. Where will I stay?

“Lena, I want you to meet Gabriella’s brother Hudson,” Chloe

says.

“Hudson?”

Chloe nods. “Is it okay if he comes and says hi to you?”

Please don’t let him be bad. I turn back to Gabriella, and my

insides quiver harder.

“It’s okay. My brother is good. He won’t hurt you.”

He won’t hurt me.

More confusion paralyzes me as I assess the man. His chiseled

face is stunning, but his eyes have something I haven’t seen in a

man before. A depth of warmth and kindness but also an element

of protection. They match his thick, wavy golden-brown hair,

and he sits down in the chair across from me.

He seems nice.

He’s not a Twisted Heart.

He won’t be able to protect you.

“Hi, Lena. I’m Gabriella’s brother Hudson.”

Hudson.
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His eyes stay focused on mine. “Lena, would you like to come

with Gabriella and stay at my house?”

Stay at his house? I don’t have money. Who will protect me?

Gabriella will be there. She’s the First Lady. She will protect me.

Once again, I gaze at Gabriella for answers.

“Hudson has a beach house. Let’s stay there, and we can walk

the beach in the morning.”

She’s the First Lady, but we still need protection. She can only

protect us so much.

“Who will watch us, so we are safe?” I ask.

Gabriella takes a deep breath.

“We will,” a deep voice behind me says, and a man comes and

sits down next to Gabriella then kisses her head.

Triker is dead. He must be the new protector.

But I still can’t pay.

More tears fall down my cheeks. “I don’t have any money to

stay.”

Hudson reaches for my hand. I’m startled again when a zing

rushes up my arm. “You don’t need any money. It’s okay. Come

with Gabriella, and we’ll keep you safe.”

“You’ll keep me safe?” I ask.

His deep voice is adamant and comforting. “Yes. Would you

like to come with Gabriella and stay at my house?”

I need to stay with Gabriella. The First Lady will make sure I’m

okay. She’s a smart and kind First Lady.

Tears drip all over my hospital gown. I nod.

Hudson wraps both of his hands around mine. “Okay. Let us

talk to the doctors, and we can all go to my house.”

The next hour is a blur, and Gabriella tells me we are leaving

and to put on clothes. I’ve never seen the clothes before, but she

said Hudson bought them in the gift shop for us.

We are clothed and ready to go.

“Ready?” Hudson asks us.

Anxiety hits me again. I squeeze his arm in panic. “I really
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don’t have money. I can’t pay for these clothes or to stay.”

He puts his hand over mine on his arm. “It’s okay, Lena. You

don’t need any.”

Gabriella places her hand in my other one. “Let’s go to our

new house, Lena. We can explore the beach tomorrow.”

Why are they telling me I don’t need money?

She’s the First Lady. Go with her. She will be able to get us

protection.

Gabriella leads me out of the hospital, and Hudson and the

other man who kissed Gabriella are with us.

We sit in the back of a truck. The ride is quiet, and it’s dark

out. We pull into the garage. It’s similar to the garage from the

house on Casey Key. The door shuts. When I get out of the truck,

my eyes drift to the corner.

Where is the plastic?

“The plastic is missing,” I mumble.

“There’s no plastic here,” Gabriella tells me.

My pulse increases. “How will they maintain order?”

Gabriella puts her arm around me. “We don’t need to main‐
tain order here.”

“Oh?”

How is that possible?

“No. No one gets hurt here,” she insists.

No one gets hurt?

She’s the First Lady, Lena, so whatever she says has to be true.

Am I really safe?

I let out a shaky breath, and tears run down my cheeks.

Gabriella hugs me tighter. “Let’s go see the new house.” She

leads me inside and up to a bedroom suite. She turns on the

shower.

“Be careful of your rib,” she says and helps me remove my

shirt. “Gracie brought a button up pajama top for you. When you

get out I’ll help you put on the cream the hospital gave us.”

“Thank you. I always knew you would be a great First Lady,” I
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whisper.

I step under the hot water. Blood drips down my skin and

runs down the drain. I gaze down at my body and, for the first

time, see my skin is tarnished with blood.

Whose is it?

Is it mine?

I pick up the washcloth and pour soap on it and start to scrub

my skin as pain shoots through my rib cage and new tears of fear

and confusion fall.

I have no money. I can’t pay. Who will protect me?

When I get out, Gabriella hands me a shirt, applies the cream,

and tucks me in bed.

She’s such a good First Lady. I knew she would be.

“Gabriella.”

“Yeah?”

“What time does Hudson want me to leave by tomorrow?”

She wipes the tears off my face. “He doesn’t want you to go.

You don’t have to worry.”

“But I don’t have any money.”

“He doesn’t want any money from you. It’s okay. Don’t worry

about it.”

I don’t understand. How can Hudson not want any money from me?

“But I can’t stay here forever.”

“No. But we don’t have to worry about this tonight. Every‐
thing is going to be okay.”

There is a knock on the door.

“Come in,” she says.

Hudson sets a bottle of water on the table. “I thought you

might want this.”

“Thank you,” I tell him.

Why is he so nice?

He starts to leave.

“Hudson,” Gabriella calls out.

He spins. “Yeah?”
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“Lena wanted to know what time she needs to leave

tomorrow.”

His eyes widen, but then he smiles. “No time. You’re welcome

to stay as long as you want to, Lena. No one is using this room, so

consider it yours.”

So I don’t have to leave tomorrow? And it’s safe here?

“Thank you.”

“Good night. I’m down the hall if you need anything.” He

steps into the hallway and shuts the door.

“See. I told you he doesn’t want you to go. Everything will be

fine. Let’s get some rest, and tomorrow we can go on the beach,

okay?” Gabriella pats my hand.

“Okay. Thank you.”

She kisses me on the forehead and hugs me again. “We’re safe

now. Get some sleep. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Good night, Gabriella.”

She shuts the door, and I clench the bedspread in my fists,

staring at the ceiling with tears staining the sheets.

It seems safe here.

Is it?

Am I really protected here?

You need to figure out how to earn some money.

Lena, close your eyes and go to sleep. After tonight, it might be a

while until you have a safe place to sleep again.

I curl up into the pillow and shut my eyes but thrash around

all night with nightmares.

As the night turns into morning, I start to come out of my

shock, but my worries don’t leave me.

Protection and money. Figure it out, Lena.

When the first sign of daylight shows, I’m no closer to having

any answers than I was the night prior. But strangely, for the first

time since Max Crello declared me years ago, I feel a sense of

safety. And it confuses me how I can feel that when there are no

Twisted Hearts around.
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2

Hudson

ALL NIGHT, I TOSS AND TURN IN MY BED. MY MIND IS SPINNING,

and my emotions are all over the place.

Seeing the damage the Twisted Hearts did to Gabriella and

Lena is like a knife cutting my heart out, one piece at a time.

It’s a good thing Javier put a bullet into Triker’s head. Other‐
wise, I’d be going down for murder.

And I think Ryland killed Max Crello, the man who declared

Lena. I’m not positive. I don’t know anything about the man

except he was Skates’s right hand and the FBI thinks he was on

the boat. But his face was so bloody, I didn’t dwell on who he was

and Ryland was in so much shock that night, he thinks it was him

but isn’t totally sure either. Chloe showed him a picture but he

only saw the back of his head when he shot him. And he didn’t

want her asking Beckett any questions.

For six months, I hardly slept, thinking of my baby sister in

the hands of that monster. I watched my family fall apart, pull

together, and fall apart all over again on an almost daily basis.
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And that included Javier and Chloe, who have both become part

of our family.

And now, another woman who I don’t have any connection to

besides she was good to and attached to my sister is sleeping in

the room down the hall from me. She may or may not be more

broken than my sister is right now.

She’s scared and confused, and I don’t know how to help her.

And my baby sister is in pain, and so is Javier, and I hope they

find their way back to each other.

The first thing you need to do is find a therapist who can help

Gabriella and Lena.

How do I even find someone qualified for these issues?

What did that bastard do to my sister?

What the hell did they do to Lena?

This is so over your head, Hudson. You could screw them up more.

I toss and turn, shed tears, and deal with rage all night. When

dusk arrives, I give up trying to sleep and go downstairs to the

kitchen and turn on the coffeepot.

At first, I don’t notice her. But when I peer closer, I realize my

eyes aren’t playing tricks on me.

Lena is sitting in the deck chair, hugging her knees, rocking

back and forth. Her long, straight brown hair looks as if she

brushed it before she came outside. She’s biting the bottom of her

red, pouty lip.

I go outside. Trying not to scare her, I softly say, “Hi, Lena.”

Her perfect cheekbones are stained with tears. Her brown

eyes are full of confusion and sadness. She sniffles. “Hi, Hudson.”

She remembers my name. That has to be a good sign.

“Can I sit down?”

She wipes her face. Then, she twists her brown hair in her

fingers.

I cautiously take the chair next to her. I want to ask her if she

is all right, but I know she isn’t, so I try to figure out what to say

to comfort her. Anything I can say seems wrong.
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She’s trembling.

“Would you like a blanket?” I ask her.

She turns to me and blinks.

“You’re shaking. Is it okay if I bring a blanket out for you?”

She nods.

“Okay. I’ll be right back.” I get an afghan from my couch then

come back out and put it around her.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. I’m going to get a cup of coffee. Do you

drink that?”

“Yes,” she quietly replies.

“Can I bring you one?”

“Okay.”

“Cream? Sugar?”

“Both please.”

I don’t know why, but I pat her hand. “I’ll be back in a

minute.”

After I fix two cups, I come back outside and hand her one.

“Thank you.” Her lips turn up. It’s the first time I’ve seen her

smile, and my heart beats a little faster. She is stunningly beauti‐
ful, and the fact the Twisted Hearts declared her, broke her, and

the authorities did nothing to try and find her makes me want to

kill someone.

I’m assuming she’s around Gabriella’s age, maybe a few years

older, but I’m not sure. It crosses my mind she might not even

know how old she is, but I ask her anyway. “Lena, do you know

how old you are?”

“I’m twenty-eight.”

“That’s a good age.”

She tilts her head at me. “How old are you?”

“I just turned thirty-three.”

She tilts her head and examines me. “I would have guessed

thirty except for your worry lines.”

I chuckle. “My worry lines?”

WEB OF BETRAYAL

15



“Yeah.” She traces the edge of my eye. “You have the weight of

the world on you, don’t you?”

How does she know?

“You’re perceptive,” I admit.

She takes a sip of coffee, and I follow suit.

“Where did you grow up, Lena?”

She closes her eyes as if in pain. “Do I have to talk about that?”

“No. You don’t have to talk about or do anything you don’t

want to.”

She scrunches her face in confusion. “I don’t?”

“No.”

She furrows her brows at me. “But won’t there be conse‐
quences?”

My pulse quickens. “No. There aren’t any consequences here.

You’re allowed to say or do whatever you want, and nothing bad

will happen to you.”

She taps on her coffee mug as if she’s trying to comprehend

what I told her.

“Did the First Lady create this new rule?”

The First Lady.

“Do you mean Gabriella?”

“Yes. She’s the First Lady.”

“Can you tell me what that means?”

“The First Lady of the Twisted Hearts. She is married to Sid

Triker...well, he died last night. But he made her the First Lady,

and she is in charge now since he died. I knew when I trained her

she would be an excellent First Lady.”

My insides flip. Stay calm, don’t scare her.

“You trained her?”

Lena beams and my pulse increases.

I’d pay money to see her face lit up like this.

Get your head out of the gutter, Hudson.

“Yes. That is how we became friends. I told her all about code,

law, secrets, and what is expected of the First Lady.”
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I want to ask her more, but I decide I better talk to Javier or

Chloe first about what all that means.

“Sounds like you had a very important job.”

“I did. But it was my favorite part of the day because I got to

hang out with Gabriella.”

“I’m sure it was Gabriella’s, too.”

“It was. She told me it was. Triker told me I could be friends

with her when I asked him permission, and he let me go places

with them so I could keep Gabriella company when he had busi‐
ness to attend to. I even got to go on the yacht for their

honeymoon.”

Nausea passes through me thinking of Gabriella on a honey‐
moon with Triker, but I swallow down the bile.

“I’m glad you were such a good friend to my sister.”

She tilts her head.

“You don’t have to worry. If you have a question, you can

ask me.”

She takes a shaky breath, and her eyes get wet. “I’m sorry. I

feel very confused.”

I put my hand on hers. “It’s okay. If you get confused, just tell

me what about, and I will try to help you.”

“You’re Gabriella’s brother?”

“Yes. She has four brothers and a sister. I’m the oldest of

everyone.”

“But you aren’t a Twisted Heart?”

“No.”

“Hmmm.” She wrinkles her forehead and tugs at her hair

harder.

“Lena, what’s wrong?”

“How can you protect us if you aren’t a Twisted Heart? I must

be missing something. I keep trying to figure it out, but I can’t.”

I’m not sure how to answer her. I finally say, “I know this is

confusing, but other people who are not Twisted Hearts can

protect you. Do you remember Chloe and Javier?”
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“Javier?”

“Gabriella’s fiancé? He rode in the truck with us last night.”

Her eyes widen. “Did he declare Gabriella since Triker is

dead?”

“No. No one is declaring her.”

“Are you declaring me?”

My pulse increases. “No, Lena. No one is going to declare

anyone. You are free to do or be with whoever you want.”

Tears fall down her cheeks. “I don’t understand.”

Cracks explode in my heart. I want to put her on my lap and

comfort her, but I don’t want to hurt or confuse her more.

Her lip shakes hard, and she hugs her knees.

“Over time, things will make sense. But try not to worry

about your safety. I will protect you. Nothing bad will happen

here.”

I’ll kill anyone who tries to hurt her or Gabriella.

“But you aren’t declaring me?”

A sick taste fills my mouth. “No. We don’t do that here.”

She rocks in her chair, furrowing her brows, concentrating on

the beach.

Dusk has turned into the morning light.

“Gabriella said you like to walk the beach?”

“I was allowed to. I earned privileges and could go by

myself.”

“You can go by yourself here.”

“Do I ask you?”

“You don’t have to ask anyone.”

She tilts her head, and the line between her eyes gets deeper.

“No?”

“No. Do you want to go on the beach? If you wish, I can go

with you. But you can also go by yourself.”

She rises and steps to the edge of my deck, assessing both

directions of the beach, then turns toward me. “I don’t know this

beach.”
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“Yes, it’s not the one you are used to, but it’s nice. I think you

will like it.”

“And you will follow me and make sure I’m safe?”

“I won’t follow you. I will be next to you if you want me to

come.”

“Next to me?”

“Yes. Do you want me to go with you?”

Please say you want me to.

I want Lena to understand she has choices and is free, but I

don’t like the thought of her going anywhere alone.

At first, she seems unsure but finally answers, “Yes, please.”

Thank God.

How could anyone ever do what they did to her? If anyone ever tries

to harm her again, I’ll put them in a body bag.

I put my coffee down and rise. “Okay. Let’s go walk the

beach.”

We stroll for hours, sometimes talking, sometimes not. The

farther we go the more Lena seems to come out of her shock.

She’s intelligent. And a bit sassy. And so sweet and innocent,

several times I have to remind myself my role is to be her friend

and protect her.

A few times I almost hold her hand but then reprimand

myself.

This isn’t a date, dumb ass.

She’s a natural beauty on the inside and out. A rare gem.

Doesn’t matter. Focus asshole.

When we get back to the house, Lena seems to see it for the

first time.

“This is your house?”

“Yes.”

“It’s very nice.”

“Thanks. I rebuilt it a few years ago.”

“By yourself?”

“My brothers helped a lot. We own a construction firm.”
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As she examines the house, she frowns. She sits on the step

and blinks hard.

I sit next to her and put my hand on her back. “Lena, what’s

wrong?”

“I don’t have any money to stay here.”

“It’s okay. You don’t need money to stay here.”

“But you aren’t declaring me. How will I pay?”

“I know this is very confusing, but you don’t need money to

stay here. Is there anything I can do so you don’t worry about

this?”

“Why are you letting me stay for free if you aren’t declaring

me?”

I try to figure out how to respond so she doesn’t worry

anymore.

Lord, please don’t let this be the wrong thing to say or confuse her

further.

“Remember how you told me you were a good friend to

Gabriella?”

“Yes.”

“This is your reward for being so good to her.”

“Oh.” She tilts her head and tugs at her hair.

“Do you have another question, Lena?”

She puts her hand on top of mine, and my blood pumps hard

in my veins.

Damn it, Hudson. Settle down.

Her voice quivers. “Wh…what are the rules of the house, s…

so I don’t get in trouble. I like to stay out of trouble.”

Oh, baby. What did they put you through?

She’s not your baby.

“No rules. We are all adults and can make our own decisions.”

She tilts her head. “No rules?”

“No.”

A new river of tears fall. “I don’t understand.”

She needs rules to feel better.
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Make some rules up with her.

“Would you like to help me make some rules?”

“Please,” she whispers.

“Okay. Let’s make some rules up. What were the rules you are

used to?”

“Clean up if anyone creates a mess.”

“Why don’t we keep that rule but change it a little bit. Would

that be okay?”

“What to?”

“What if we have a rule everyone picks up after themselves,

but we all pitch in and clean together.”

She thinks for a moment. “Is that what you want?”

“Yes. I would like that.”

“Okay. We can have that be a rule.”

“Good. What other rules did you have?”

“Serve the men and First Lady whatever they want to eat or

drink. But Gabriella always went and got her own stuff. I told her

she didn’t have to.”

“Let’s say if we’re getting something for ourselves, then we

can ask others if they want something, but no one has to wait on

anyone.”

“I don’t understand. You don’t want me to serve you?”

“No. I don’t want you to serve me.”

She pulls on her hair. “Is there someone else I’m supposed to

serve?”

“No.”

She starts to cry. “I don’t understand.”

I put my arm around her and pull her into my chest. “Shh. It’s

okay. Everything will be okay. Things will start making sense

after a while. This is all new, and new things can be scary, can’t

they?”

She sobs against my chest. “I’m sorry. I’m a mess.”

“Shh. It’s okay. You’re perfect.” I kiss the top of her head then

realize what I’m doing.
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Hudson. Stop it. She doesn’t need another man taking advantage

of her.

“If you’re scared of anything, tell me, and I’ll try to make it

less scary, okay?”

She pulls out of my embrace. “You’re a nice man, aren’t you?”

I almost tease her and say most of the time but catch myself

before saying it. “Yes. I won’t hurt you or let anyone else.”

“But you aren’t declaring me?”

“No. I’m going to be your friend.”

“My friend?”

“Yes. Your friend. Is that okay with you?”

She sniffles. “Okay.”

“Is there anything else you want to ask me?”

She hesitates.

“It’s okay. Ask me what you want. Nothing bad will happen, I

promise.”

Fear fills her eyes. “Will you give me a warning if I do some‐
thing wrong so I can stop or try to fix it before you dish out the

consequences? Or will there be no warning?”
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3

Lena

GABRIELLA’S FAMILY COMES OVER WHEN WE ARE MAKING

breakfast. It’s strange because the men are all cooking, too.

I make the toast. Gabriella stays by my side after she intro‐
duces me to everyone.

Her family seems to be nice. The lady Chloe and the man

Gabriella introduced as her fiancé, Javier, are FBI agents which

still scares me. Twisted Hearts don’t like FBI agents, and they kill

them. Chloe and Javier seem friendly, but I’m confused about

why the First Lady appears to be happy they are with us.

Everyone leaves. Gabriella and I go upstairs to take showers.

When I’m out, she rubs the cream the hospital gave me on my

bruises. “Does it hurt?”

“A little. I’ll be okay. It doesn’t hurt as bad as other things.”

Gabriella points to the vanity seat. “Sit down, and I’ll comb

your hair, Lena.”

I sit down.

“Are you doing okay?”
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“I’m confused.”

Her eyes fill with sympathy. “I know. There are things I’m

confused about, too. What are you thinking right now?”

“I don’t understand why you seem okay with FBI agents. The

First Lady would never be okay with that.”

She finishes combing my hair. “Let’s go sit on the bed.”

We move to the bed and face each other.

“I know this is hard to understand, but I’m not the First Lady.”

“But you said Triker died.”

She blinks hard. “He did.”

“I trained you to be his First Lady.”

“You did.”

“Then you are now in charge.”

She shakes her head. “No, Lena. The Twisted Hearts

kidnapped us. Javier and Chloe rescued us.”

“They rescued us?”

“Yes. We are no longer with the Twisted Hearts.”

Panic fills me. “But no one leaves the Twisted Hearts.”

Gabriella takes my hand. “That’s what they wanted us to

believe. The Twisted Hearts are bad, Lena.”

A shiver runs through my bones, and I whisper, “I know they

are bad, but they protect and take care of us. What will we do

now?”

“My family will protect and take care of us.”

“I don’t have a family.”

Gabriella sternly says, “Yes, you do. I’m your family. So that

means my family is yours.”

Tears drip on my thighs. “You’ll be my family?”

“Yes.”

“And your family will be my family?”

“Yes.”

“But you aren’t the First Lady?”

“No.”

I take a shaky breath.
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“Hudson, Javier, Chloe, and my other brothers will all protect

us. We don’t need to worry.”

I try to understand this change in order. “Hudson told me

there are no consequences?”

She puts both hands on my cheeks. “Lena, I need you to

understand this. There are not any forms of punishment here.

Hudson would never allow that.”

“Hudson wouldn’t allow it?”

“No. Has he given you any reason to believe he would

harm us?”

“No. He’s…” I take a deep breath. Hudson’s chiseled face,

warm eyes, and rock-hard body fill my thoughts, and a fluttering

sensation creeps through my veins. “He doesn’t seem real?”

“What do you mean?”

He’s sexy but beyond nice. He says he’ll protect me but doesn’t seem

like he would ever hurt me. He held me in his arms, and I wanted to

stay there forever.

Plus, he smells like raw sex.

Why am I even thinking this? Jeez, Lena, you have enough issues

right now.

Don’t tell Gabriella this. She’ll think you’re extra crazy. “I don’t

know how to explain it.”

Gabriella doesn’t speak for several moments. “You can just be

yourself and not worry about getting hurt.”

I turn to the coastal-blue wall and fix my gaze on the starfish

hanging on it.

Be myself. How do I do that?

“Do you understand what I’m telling you, Lena?” I turn and

see Gabriella’s face filled with concern.

“Yes. I think so. It’s just a lot to understand.”

“I know.”

“I need to figure out how to get a job and earn money.”

“You can do that later. We don’t need to worry right now.”

“But I have no money to pay Hudson.”

WEB OF BETRAYAL

25



“Lena, when Hudson tells you he doesn’t want your money, he

means it. You don’t have to pay him.”

“But this is a nice room and house.”

“Yes. But Hudson wouldn’t take money, even if we had it.

Please stop worrying about money. Hudson, Javier, and the rest

of my family will provide for us.”

“What will I contribute to earn my keep?”

Gabriella sits for a minute and bites her lip. “There is some‐
thing we need.”

“What’s that?”

“I need a friend. I think Hudson does, too. Do you think you

could be our friend?”

“Yes. I can do that.”

“Good. You were a great friend to me when I was the First

Lady. But I need you just to be Gabriella’s friend now, but only if

you want to.”

“I want to. I always wanted to be your friend and not because

you were the First Lady.”

Her smile widens. “I always wanted to be your friend.”

“That’s all you want me to do?”

“Yes. But only for as long as you want.”

“Okay. I will be your friend and Hudson’s if you think it will

help.”

“It will.”

LATER IN THE DAY, JAVIER AND HUDSON SIT GABRIELLA AND I

down and tell us a therapist named Kate Contro is coming.

Gabriella gets upset, and Javier asks her to go on the beach

with him.

“Why is Gabriella upset? Is this Kate lady bad?” I ask Hudson.

He takes a deep breath and exhales. “No. She is going to help

you and Gabriella.”
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“What will she help us with?”

“She’s going to help you and Gabriella adjust to living here

instead of with the Twisted Hearts.”

“Can’t you and Javier help us?”

“Yes, but Kate can help you in ways I can’t.”

“What ways?”

He doesn’t respond and locks eyes with me.

Great. You asked him something you shouldn’t have.

There’s so much depth to his eyes.

“I’m sorry. Please forget I asked.”

“No. It’s okay. I’m just not sure how to answer your question.

I think we all will just have to go through this process and take it

a day at a time.”

A day at a time. That is what you did when you first were declared.

“I’ve done that before. I can do it again.”

“Okay. We all will.”

A while later, Gabriella comes back with Javier, and Chloe

drops Kate off.

The atmosphere becomes tense.

Kate scans the house then glances at Hudson. “You did a nice

job fixing this dump up.”

My insides singe with anger over her tone.

“Good to see you, too, Kate.” Hudson seethes and leaves the

room. The door to the deck opens and shuts.

“I need to talk to you, alone,” Gabriella snarls at her.

“Lead the way,” she replies, face hard as stone.

Javier winces but turns to me. “Let’s go outside.” He points for

me to sit in a chair when I get on the deck.

“Why is Gabriella upset with Kate?” I ask.

Hudson is standing near the step, scowling at the ocean, with

his arms folded over his chest. It’s the first time I’ve seen his face

like that, and it makes me want to go punch Kate.

She’s hurt him. What has she done?

His shoulders are tense and I almost get up and go rub them.
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He’s not your boyfriend. Get a grip, Lena. He doesn’t need a girl like

you petting him.

“Kate and I dated.”

The pit in my stomach grows. I suddenly want to kill her for

hurting him. “Oh.”

Be his friend. He needs a friend right now.

I rise, take his hand, and try to ignore the zings once again

rushing through my flesh. “Let’s go explore the beach.”

His golden-brown eyes drill into mine.

I squeeze his hand. “Please.”

“Okay.”

I reluctantly release his hand once we are at the water’s edge.

“Are you okay?”

“Yes. I’m fine.” He says it quickly, but my gut says he isn’t.

“What did she do to you?”

“Who said she did something to me?”

I stop and pull on his arm. “Hudson.”

His jaw clenches, and he gazes above my head, straight out

into the sea, avoiding my eyes.

Oh God. What can I do to help him? He’s still suffering from it.

“How did she hurt you?”

“It was years ago. It didn’t work out between us.”

He’s lying. She did something to him.

“Why are you allowing her here?”

He tilts his head down. “It’s the best thing for you and

Gabriella. She will help you.”

He’s going to allow her to be here for Gabriella and me? What kind

of man is that unselfish?

“Can’t someone else help us?”

He shifts on his feet. “I don’t think so.”

“So you’re going to allow her to live in your house?”

He sighs. “Yes. It’s the best thing for you both.”

“But—”

He puts his finger over my lips and a spark of electricity

MAGGIE COLE

28



shoots to my core. “It’s okay. Let’s talk about something else.

Please?”

What would it be like to kiss him?

You could just reach up and pull his head down right now…

Lena. Why are you thinking this way? He’s only being nice to you.

“Okay,” I manage to reply.

“Thank you.” He spins, and we amble farther.

“How long have you lived on the beach?” I ask him.

“A few years.”

“Do you like it?”

“When I get to enjoy it.”

“What do you mean?” I ask him.

He shrugs. “Sometimes I work a lot.”

“You said you’re in construction?”

“That’s right. We build and remodel homes, mostly on the

island.”

“Must be fun.”

“It can be.”

“I used to watch those DIY shows. I think it would be fun to

transform something.”

“Really?”

“Yeah.”

“You’d want to get your hands dirty or just point and have

others do the work?”

I’d like to get dirty with you.

Lena!

“I’d want to get my hands dirty.”

He raises his eyebrows. “Really?”

“Yes. Why do you seem surprised?”

“I didn’t expect a woman like you to be into that.”

My heart drops. “A woman like me? You mean because I was

declared…”

“No.” He picks my hand up and studies it.

“What are you staring at?”
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“Your nails are nice. You might destroy them,” he teases and

winks.

My insides go to Jell-O. God damn, he’s hot.

Focus on the conversation. He’s not into you so stop wishing.

“It’s a requirement for me to have nice nails. It’s not my

choice. I always liked my real nails better.”

His face falls. “Then we will have these removed.”

“But then they won’t be perfect.”

“Sure they will.”

“But a Twisted Hearts lady is required to have her nails

impeccable at all times.”

“You aren’t a Twisted Hearts lady anymore. There are no

requirements for your nails. If you don’t like them, we will have

them removed.”

Right. Gabriella said we aren’t a Twisted Hearts lady anymore.

The golden in his eyes shine brighter. “You’re perfect as you

are.”

My pulse increases. He’s just being nice. Simmer down.

“Lena, do you want fake nails, or do you want your own?”

I get to choose?

No. This must be a test.

But everything about Hudson is sincere.

What if I answer wrong?

He puts his hand on my cheek. “Lena, please tell me if you like

wearing these nails. I want to know the truth.”

I close my eyes, grappling with myself and wanting him to

keep his hand on my body, but knowing it’s wrong.

“It’s okay. There’s no right or wrong answer.”

I finally open them and whisper, “I hate them.”

His thumb circles on my cheek and my lower body throbs.

“Okay. When we get back, I’m going to take you to get them

removed.”

“But I don’t have money.”
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“You don’t have to worry about money. It will make me happy

to pay for this.”

“It will make you happy?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

He licks his lips. “Your happiness is important to me.”

“It is?”

“Yes.”

I want to make you happy.

But you can’t.

He’s being a friend. Stop reading more into it. He can have any

woman he wants. The last thing he would want is a girl with all your

issues.

“Okay. Thank you.”

We approach the house in silence.

Kate comes out of the house and toward us.

Hudson quietly groans.

I stop myself from putting my arm around his waist.

“Hudson, we need to talk,” Kate says.

“Lena, can you go back to the house and get ready to go?”

Are you going to be okay?

I hesitate.

“It’s okay. Can you go back?”

“Sure.” I leave wondering how this woman who hurt Hudson

is ever going to be able to help me.

And for some reason, she seems familiar, but I don’t know

how or why.
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4

Hudson

ONLY WHEN I SEE LENA IS BACK ON THE DECK, DO I TURN TO KATE.

Her appearance hasn’t changed.
Perfection.
Except she’s not.
Kate’s blonde hair is chin length. The formfitting dress she’s

wearing hugs her curves perfectly and makes her eyes shine

brighter. Her makeup is flawless, and her nails are impeccable.

Her nails. Thinking about what Lena told me, I suddenly

despise fake nails as much as I can’t stand Kate. For years, I

missed the way she’d dig in and claw my back with them, but

now the mere sight turns me off.

“Hudson, how have you been?” she asks.

“Fine. What do you want to talk about?”

She sighs. “If I’m going to live here, we need to get along.”

“Have I said anything to cause a fight?”

She puts her hand on my arm. “I know I hurt you, and I’m sorry.”
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My anger pulses in my veins, and I shrug her fingers off me.

“Let’s get something straight. You’re here to help my sister and

Lena. If you need anything, ask, and I’ll make sure you have it.

We aren’t friends, and we aren’t going to be.”

“So you still have feelings for me, then?”

“Excuse me?”

She steps closer, and the familiar smell of her floral perfume

seeps through my nose. It’s been years since I’ve smelled it. I used

to love it, and a feeling of déjà vu makes my pants stir.

I hate myself at this moment.

Don’t fall into her trap.
“If you’re still angry at me, then you must still have feelings

for me.”

My heart beats faster, and I scowl at her.

Is she right?
No, you’re over her.
But you miss bending her over and fucking her from behind.
“Is that what you believe?” I quietly say.

She holds both hands on my forearms. I should pull away, but

I’m paralyzed and don’t. For years, I dreamed of her hands.

“I still have feelings for you.”

Don’t fall for her lies.
“No, you don’t.”

Her eyes widen with tears. “But I do. I’ve felt horrible every

day the last few years about what I did to you. I’ll never forgive

myself. I...I still love you.”

She still loves me?
No, she doesn’t.
“The biggest mistake of my life was hurting you and ruining

us,” she says.

I can’t speak. Every cell in my body is pounding against my

flesh and bones.

It’s what I wanted to hear for so long. I cried myself to sleep
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too many nights over this woman. Dreams and plans for my life

all included her, and she broke every one of them.

“Say something.” She puts her hand on my cheek.

I step back. “Do not touch me.”

She holds her hands up in the air and blinks harder. “Okay.” A

tear rolls down her cheek.

I want to wipe that tear away and scold myself for even

contemplating it.

“If I’m going to stay, I need to know you want me here.”

“This is about my sister and Lena. This isn’t about you

and me.”

She wipes her face. “I know. But you’re a part of this. So tell

me you want me here, or I’ll go. I can’t stay if I know I’m going to

cause you more pain.”

I step closer to her. “My sister needs your help. You would

leave and not help her?”

“I’ve always loved your family, but I’ve hurt you enough. If

you don’t want me here...”

Tell her what she wants to hear. Suck it up, so Gabriella and Lena
get the therapy they need.

“I want you here. Please don’t go.” As I say it, my gut flips.

She puts her hand over my thumping heart. “Okay. I’ll stay

and help them. And my heart still belongs to you, Hudson. Will

you try not to hate me?”

Am I really having this conversation right now?
Suck it up, Hudson.
“Fine. But stop touching me.”

She holds her hands in the air. “Okay.”

I step back to leave, and she pulls on my arm.

“Wait.”

I let out a big breath. “What is it, Kate?”

“You need to make sure you don’t give Lena false hope.”

“I’m sorry?”
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“She needs boundaries with you. You don’t want to screw her

up more.”

“And exactly how would I do that?” I bark at Kate.

“If you get too close to her, she will expect to stay here.”

“She can stay here until she is capable of supporting herself.”

“But you just met her.”

Yeah, and she was kidnapped, has no family, and took care of my sister.
“What does that have to do with anything?”

“You can’t fix her,” Kate says in a stern voice.

“I’m not trying to fix her. I’m trying to help her. There’s a

difference.”

“Is there?”

“Yeah, there is.”

“Explain that to me.”

“Excuse me?”

“How is it different?” Kate folds her arms across her chest and

challenges me with her expression.

“She’s not a toy, Kate.”

“She’s broken. You want to fix her.”

I cross my arms, as well. “I want to help her, and I will. There

isn’t anything wrong with that. It’s called being human, or have

you forgotten what that’s like?”

Kate puts both her hands on my cheeks. “I know you.”

I remove her hands from my face. “I asked you not to touch

me. And you don’t know me.”

“But I do,” she insists.

“No. You don’t. Now, is there anything you need to speak to

me about regarding my sister and Lena’s therapy?”

“I’m trying to, but you aren’t listening.”

“Am I not supposed to help Gabriella, either?”

“That’s different.”

“How?”

“She’s your sister.”
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I grunt. “You know what I see, Kate?”

“What’s that?”

“I see two women who were kidnapped, brainwashed, and

forced to do things they didn’t want to do. One got saved because

she had people who care about her searching for her. Another

didn’t get rescued for years because no one took the energy to

bother trying to find her. Everyone forgot about her. I’ll be

damned if I do the same thing.”

Kate closes her eyes. When she opens them, more tears are in

them. “It’s why I love you, Hudson. You have a big heart. But you

need to set boundaries with Lena.”

Why does she keep telling me she loves me?
Don’t fall for her trap.
If she loved you, she wouldn’t have cheated and destroyed you.
“I’m going to go now. If you need anything specific, let me

know, and I’ll take care of it.”

With my brain going a thousand miles a minute, I proceed

back to the house, trying to calm my pulse down.

I didn’t expect Kate to lay it on this thick.

I didn’t expect anything she said.

Years ago, I would have given anything for her to tell me she

still loved me or missed me or thought about me.

All I feel now is anger.

And the confusion plaguing me about why she cheated on me

or could have now resurfaces but in a new way.

I’ve worked hard trying to forget her. Other women I’ve dated

never came close to making me feel the way she used to. In some

ways, she ruined me. I’ve been accused of not being emotionally

available or trusting, and I know there is truth in those accu‐
sations.

When I get to the house, Lena rises from her seat.

How could everyone just forget about her and not do everything in
their power to find her?

If she was mine, I’d never let her go.
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She’s not going to be yours Hudson. Stop these thoughts. Yes, she’s
beyond beautiful both inside and out. But the last thing she needs is you
hitting on her. And especially when a girl like her isn’t going to be into
what you are. All you’ll do is hurt her more.

“Are you okay?”

I force a smile. “I’m fine. Are you ready to get your nails

removed?”

“If you’re sure I don’t have to wear them?”

“You don’t. Come on.” I put my hand on her back and steer

her inside the house and to my truck.

She freezes, almost in a trance, facing the corner of my

garage.

I put my hand on hers. “Are you okay?”

Her brown eyes fill with confusion. “I’m still trying to under‐
stand how you maintain order in your house.”

Right now, with Kate here, there’s no maintaining any order.
I put my hand on her cheek. “We don’t need to maintain

order. Everyone in the house is safe to be around. I won’t let

anyone in who isn’t safe.”

“No?”

“No. You have my word.”

“Okay. Thank you.”

I open the garage door, reverse out of the driveway, and

drive to the nail salon. I sit in the chair and wait for Lena as

she gets her nails removed, but all I hear on replay is Kate

telling me she still loves me and insisting I still have feelings

for her.

I don’t. It’s over between us. But my mind circles around the

concept of Kate and me, and I hate myself for it. Mixed with

those thoughts are even more disturbing ones about Lena. It

might have only been twenty-four hours since meeting her, but I

see her for what she is.

Lena is everything Kate isn’t. She’s the full package.
There is no way she would be into what I like.
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The only thing you can offer her is friendship. Get your dick out of
your brain so you don’t hurt her.

When Lena’s nails are removed she beams at me, with her

hands in the air. “Ta dah!”

“That’s better.” I reprimand myself again as my pants stir over

how happy she appears.

“Do you want me to put colored polish on them so they don’t

look bad until they grow out to full strength again?” she asks.

“What do you want?”

Panic crosses her face as she tries to decide.

She doesn’t want anything on them.
I pick up her hand and examine it then lock eyes with her. “I

think they’re pretty perfect like this.”

“Really?”

“Yes.” Because no other word describes you.
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5

Lena

IT’S BEEN A FEW WEEKS. I NO LONGER AM AS WORRIED ABOUT

protection. Sometimes it sneaks up on me, but most of the time, I

feel safe. When I feel it creep up, I usually talk to Gabriella or

Hudson about it. Sometimes I talk to Chloe or Javier.

I don’t ever talk to Kate about it.

Every day, I’m in hours of therapy with Kate. When Gabriella

is there, I feel safe. The questions Kate asks always focus on the

Twisted Hearts members Gabriella knew, and they are all dead. I

give her as much information as Gabriella knew about those

members, and I make no admission about knowing anyone else.

But I do. I know more Twisted Hearts secrets than probably

anyone alive, and as the days have passed and my shock has worn

off, I realize I may be the last person still alive with this

knowledge.

When I’m in individual sessions with Kate, something nags at

me to be even more careful about what I tell her.
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Kate feels familiar to me. Not like we’ve ever been friends, but

as if I’ve seen her before.

But surely I haven’t?

I haven’t disclosed this to anyone.

Chloe and Javier ask Gabriella and me a lot of questions.

Gabriella and Hudson both told me I could trust Javier and

Chloe. They said whatever I tell them is between us, but I don’t

go any deeper with them, either. I know what happens to people

who snitch on the Twisted Hearts, and I’m still scared of the

backlash. I figure whatever Gabriella tells them about dead

members is safe for me to disclose as well.

Gabriella’s family has been coming over a lot. They all treat

me as if I’m a part of their family. I’ve made friends with Mia,

Chloe, and Gracie. Gabriella’s mom and dad have made me feel

like I’m their kid, too. Her brothers are all kind and respectful.

I’ve never really had a family besides the Twisted Hearts. As

the days pass, I realize the Brooks are what a family should be

like, and the Twisted Hearts weren’t an actual family, no matter

how much Max, Skates, or Triker told me they were.

Hudson wakes up early every day, and so do I. We go for

morning strolls on the beach and sometimes late at night when

he gets home from work. He stays away most of the day working,

and I wonder if it’s because of Kate or because I’m here and

imposing on him.

The FBI gave me a social worker for displaced women. Her

name is Mary. She told me a spot in a shelter opened up and if I

want to go live there, I can.

I don’t, but Hudson has done a lot for me. Gabriella told me

she is going to ask Javier to move back to their place, and she

soon won’t be in the house.

It’s after seven when Hudson gets home. He takes a shower

and comes back downstairs. His manly scent flares in my nostrils

and I get flutters like I always do.

No one smells as good as him.
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Kate is reading at the table.

“Did you eat?” I ask him.

He scowls at Kate, and his jaw clenches. “I’m good. Want to go

for a walk?”

“Sure.”

Kate tsks us, and we both ignore her.

That’s the other thing she does. Whenever Hudson and I

spend time together, she makes it known she disapproves. I asked

her one time about it, and she told me I need to create bound‐
aries with Hudson because he won’t be my friend forever. She

said I’m a stray, and my days are numbered here. And it was in

my best interest not to get attached.

At first, my feelings were hurt being called a stray. I thought

maybe she still wanted Hudson. But when I went to sleep that

night, I realized what she said had truth. I am a stray.

I wasn’t Hudson’s problem or responsibility, and eventually,

this situation will end.

So I didn’t tell Hudson or anyone else about it.

And since the spot at the shelter has opened up, it’s probably

best if I go. Kate thinks I should, too.

When we get outside and to the edge of the water, Hudson

asks, “Did you eat?”

“No. I wanted to wait for you, so you didn’t have to eat by

yourself. It just needs to be reheated.”

He points down the beach. “Let’s go have dinner there.

Thanks for cooking, but I’ll take it for lunch tomorrow if that’s

okay with you?”

“Sure.”

We continue down the beach to the restaurant. We get seated

at a table outside. After the waiter takes our order and leaves, I

inhale a deep breath. My stomach is flipping, but I say, “I have

something I want to talk to you about.”

Hudson takes a sip of beer. “What’s that?”

He just gets sexier.
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“A spot at the shelter opened up.”

He puts his beer down and frowns. “The shelter?”

“Yes.”

“You don’t need to go to a shelter, Lena.”

I put my hand on his. “You’ve been really kind and generous

with me, but I know this is putting a lot of stress on you.”

“No, it’s not,” he says sternly.

“It is.”

He flips his hand on top of mine, and my zings go crazy. “No.

It’s not. You don’t need to leave and go to a shelter.”

“If I move, then Kate will move out, too, and you can have

your life back.”

“Kate said it’s better for your therapy. That’s the best thing for

you.”

“It’s not fair to you we’ve taken over your house.”

“Lena, I told you to stay as long as you want. I meant it. I still

mean it.”

“I’m not suggesting you don’t want me here. But I see how

this is affecting you.”

“It’s not. I’m fine.”

“You’re hardly home. We’ve taken over your house, and your

ex-girlfriend who I know did something to you is living in your

house and acts like she owns the place.”

He grunts. “You are right about her thinking she owns the

place. But that isn’t why I haven’t been home. I’ve got several

houses we’re trying to finish up. It doesn’t have anything to do

with you or Kate.”

I say nothing.

“Lena, you don’t need to go to a shelter.”

“I don’t know when another spot will open up if I don’t take

this one. Mary warned me.”

“Do you like living in my place?”

“Yes. Of course. But Kate thinks I should go so I don’t lose my
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spot. The shelter is where the strays go, and there rarely is an

opening.”

Hudson’s eyes become slits. “Strays?”

“Yes.”

“You aren’t a stray. Did Kate call you that?”

I put my hand back on his. “Don’t get mad. It’s true.”

“No, it’s not. You aren’t a stray.” His face turns red and he

shakes his head. “What else did she say?”

“Nothing,” I say quietly.

“Lena. I want to know what she said.”

My heart rate increases. “I don’t think I’m saying things right.

It wasn’t my intention to upset you. You’ve been very kind to me,

and I will always remember and appreciate you.”

Hudson’s jaw clenches. “Remember me? What are you talking

about?”

“When I go. Our friendship will be over. I want you to know I

will always appreciate your kindness and time spent helping me.”

“Why wouldn’t we be friends anymore?”

“When I leave, you’ll have your life back. I won’t be your

responsibility anymore.”

Hudson scoots his chair closer. “Lena, listen to me closely.”

“Okay.”

“I only want you to live in the shelter if you want to. If you

want to stay, I want you to stay. I don’t know what Kate told you,

but I will be friends with you, no matter where you live.”

“You will?”

“Yes. So unless you choose not to be friends with me, we will be.”

“We will?”

“Yes.”

Relief shoots through me. “Good. That makes me feel better. I

was sad thinking about not having you as a friend.”

“You don’t ever have to worry about that.”

I twist my hair around my finger.
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He puts his arm around me. “Lena, do you want to go to the

shelter?”

I shake my head, and a tear falls down my cheek.

He kisses my head then wipes my tear away. “Then tell Mary

thank you but no thank you. Another woman who has nowhere

to go can take your spot.”

“But what if another spot doesn’t open, and I need to move

out?”

“You don’t have to worry about that, either. Your room is

yours. You can stay as long as you want. I’m not just telling you

that.”

“But I’m causing chaos in your life, and even Gabriella is

moving back to Javier’s soon.”

“You’ve done no such thing. When Gabriella moves out, you

still can stay. That doesn’t change your situation.”

“What about Kate?”

“What about her?”

“I know it’s hard for you...her being here. And please don’t tell

me it isn’t, because I know it is.”

Hudson sighs. “She won’t need to stay with you forever. Even‐
tually, she will move off-site, and your therapy won’t be as

intense.”

“If I go to the shelter, then you won’t have to deal with her.”

A cocky expression crosses his face. “I’m not dealing with her.

I wake up, stroll the beach with you, go to work, come home,

walk the beach with you again, and now we’re having dinner, and

she’s not here. I think life is pretty good.”

“So, you’re staying away on purpose?”

He frowns. “No. I do have houses I’m trying to get finished. I

look forward to the time I get to spend with you.”

“You do?”

The gold in his eyes heats up. “Favorite parts of my day.”

Flutters erupt.

Chill out. He’s referring to your friendship.
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“Mine, too.”

“Then you’ll stay?”

“If you’re sure you want me to.”

“I do. Tell Mary to give your spot to someone else who has no

other option.”
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6

Lena

IT’S A BEAUTIFUL SUNNY SATURDAY. KATE LEFT FOR THE DAY. THE

Brooks family is having a cookout at Hudson’s. It’s still early in

the morning. Gabriella and Javier went to get food. Hudson is

working outside. I’m folding the laundry and listening to music

with my earbuds.

Hudson told me I don’t have to work around the house, but I

enjoy taking care of him. He works hard and is gone a lot. So,

every day, I do laundry and keep the house clean. I also cook

dinner and pack lunches for Hudson. He always seems apprecia‐
tive, and it makes me feel like I’m at least contributing.

Kate is a slob. She leaves a mess wherever she goes, which

annoys me, so I clean up after her as well. I find it disrespectful,

too.

I’ve been cleaning for an hour. I carry the laundry basket up

to my room and fold the clothes, sorting them into piles between

my stuff and Hudson’s. When I finish putting mine away, I carry

the piles to his room.
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Since he’s working outside, I open the door and enter his

closet, jamming to Nine Inch Nails. When my favorite part of the

song comes on, I turn and sing, “I want to...” I drop the pile of T-

shirts from my hand.

Thump. Thump. Thump. My heart races.

My lower body pulses.

Hudson is standing in the doorway, wet from the shower, a

towel around his waist. My eyes bounce from his six-pack and

the top of the V of his abdomen to his glistening pecs and biceps.

Close your mouth, Lena.

The beat of the song pounds in all my cells. Heat creeps up my

neck to my face. I swallow the lump in my throat.

Stop staring at him.

When I finally tear my eyes away from his body, an amused

expression is on his face. I pull my earbuds out.

“I’m sorry. I thought you were outside working.”

His lips twitch. “No worries. I didn’t know you were here.

Don’t let me interrupt you, though. I think you were on a good

part of the song,” he teases.

Because I want to turn the song into reality.

Lena!

My face grows hotter. I pick the clothes up, quickly put them

on the shelf, and go to leave. As I step toward him, he tries to

move out of my way, but there isn’t a lot of space.

We bump into each other and both step in the same direction.

My hands press on his flesh, and we both freeze. The beat of

his heart increases. I slowly tilt my head and inhale the scent of

his skin.

Time stops moving. The flecks of his golden eyes blaze, and

he swallows hard. “Sorry,” he mumbles.

“Yeah...um...” Oh God.

We both try to move again, and his towel falls. I don’t need to

glance down. I feel it shimmy down my legs and hear the light

thud on the floor.
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But I do.

I’m aware my mouth is hanging open as I stare at his cock

next to my stomach, but I can’t seem to look away. The longer

I’m fixated on it, the more it grows.

“Shit.” His deep voice snaps me out of my paralyzed state.

“I’m sorry,” I blurt out.

“Not your fault.” His jaw clenches, and he holds my shoulders

and spins me so I’m beside the entrance.

I practically run out of the room, and, when I get to my

bedroom, I shut the door and stand against it, trying to get the

pictures of his naked body out of my mind.

I don’t know how much time passes, but there’s a knock on

the door.

I open it. 

“Lena, you ready to go?” Gabriella asks.

I forgot Hudson is taking us to get swimsuits since I don’t

have one, and Gabriella wants a new one. Javier had to do a little

bit of work before the party today.

“Give me ten minutes?”

She tilts her head. “Are you okay?”

“Yes. I’ll meet you downstairs.”

“All right.”

I shut the door, twist my hair up in a claw clip, jump in a

quick shower, and get dressed.

Just forget about what happened.

Why does he have to be so gorgeous?

Ugh.

I meet Gabriella and Hudson downstairs. Neither Hudson nor

I mention anything about earlier.

We get in the truck and go to a small boutique. Gabriella and I

pick a few bikinis out and go into the dressing room. As I’m step‐
ping into mine, she hands me a gold one. “Try this first.”

I put it on.

“You dressed?” Gabriella asks.
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“Yes.”

“Come out then.”

I step out in the gold string bikini.

“Holy crap! That looks awesome on you!” she exclaims.

“I like that one on you,” I tell her. She’s wearing a pink and

royal blue floral one.

“Turn around,” she directs.

I spin.

“It looks so good with your hair, too.”

Hudson rounds the corner with a handful of clothes to try on.

He freezes, checks me out, then locks eyes with me and swallows

hard.

Gabriella is oblivious Hudson is behind her. “You have to get

that one.”

I try to ignore Hudson, who is still gaping. I look at the tag.

“One hundred and fifty dollars!”

“It’s totally worth it. You look hot. And the material and

stitching are excellent.”

Yeah, and it’s not my money.

You need a job, Lena.

“No.” I spin and go back into the room. I look at all the tags,

and the prices range from seventy-five dollars and up.

“These are too expensive. Can’t we go to Walmart or some‐
thing?” I ask Gabriella through the thin walls.

“No. Walmart won’t have anything good like these there.”

I throw my clothes back on, scan the store, and see the

clearance rack. It’s a small rack with not many items on it. I

sort through it quickly and pull the only bikini in my size

off it.

Thirty-four dollars on clearance. Seriously?

It’s all you’re going to get here. Go try it on.

I go back into the dressing room, and Gabriella asks if I have

something else on.

“Yep. This is the one.” It’s a plain orange bikini.
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Gabriella slides the curtain back. “That’s cute but not like the

gold one. You need the gold one.”

“This is a fifth of the price of the gold one.”

“Yeah, there’s a reason.”

“Gabriella, if you won’t let me go to a cheaper place, then this

is the one I’m getting.”

“But—”

“Drop it, Gabriella.” It comes out loud and nasty. Her eyes

widen. I quietly say, “Sorry. I’m not trying to be mean. I’m not

comfortable spending someone else’s money as it is. Please

drop it.”

“Hudson doesn’t—”

“Please.”

She closes her mouth and nods. With a cheerful smile, she

says, “Okay. You have such a hot body, you look good in

anything. Orange it is!”

I close the curtain, remove the suit then change. I hand the

orange suit over the door to Gabriella. “Can you take this? I need

to get some air.”

“Sure.”

I go outside and lean against the brick wall, breathing deep

and trying my hardest not to cry.

I hate being a charity case. Hudson has the burden of footing

the bill for me, and a month ago, he didn’t know I exist. I can’t

even go into a store and buy him a gift for all he’s done for me.

Shopping used to be fun. When I earned my own money, I

had to be careful about what I spent, but it wasn’t someone else’s

hard-earned cash. When I was declared, there was so much

money with the Twisted Hearts, I didn’t think twice. They

expected me to choose the best and to pick the most expensive

items. I was a doll to dress up.

Now, everything I have is coming from the generosity of

other people but mostly Hudson. And he works hard for what

he has.
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And now you’re just a leech.

Fifteen minutes pass. Gabriella comes out with a bag. “I’m

sorry if I upset you.”

“I shouldn’t have reacted. I’m sorry.”

She puts her arm around me. “It’s okay. I sometimes forget

how hard this is for you. In my family, everyone takes care of

each other, and it’s not a big deal.”

“I don’t want Hudson to spend more on me than necessary.

And I need to get a job.”

“You will someday. But Hudson wouldn’t do it if he didn’t

want to.”

“It’s not fair to him.”

The bell to the door chimes. Hudson steps out, carrying a bag

stuffed full of items. “Everything okay?”

I force a smile. “Yes.”

“Let’s go home,” Gabriella says.

We get in the car and leave. When we get back to the house,

Gracie is there. “Lena, come help me mix these drinks.”

She has a big bowl on the counter, and a bunch of alcohol and

other mixers are all out.

“I’ll put your stuff in your room,” Hudson says.

Guilt once again rivets through me. “Thanks.”

We mix the drinks then I go up to my bedroom to change. On

the bed is the shopping bag with the orange suit. Another bag sits

on the bed.

It’s a gold sparkle gift bag. And there’s a matching gold enve‐
lope. I open it.

A very simple yet classy card has “Happy Birthday” on the

front of it. The inside reads, 

LENA, 

Happy 29th. I hope this year is full of happiness and brings

you everything you’ve ever wanted.
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Love, Hudson.

HAPPY BIRTHDAY?

I pick up my phone and look at the date.

It’s my birthday.

How did I not know it’s my birthday?

How did Hudson know?

Love, Hudson.

Stop reading into it, Lena.

I pull out the gold tissue paper. Inside are several items—the

gold bikini and a tan crochet cover-up that coordinates perfectly.

Black and gold sandals.

A pair of gold-framed sunglasses.

All the items have the tags removed.

I re-read the card and in my stunned silence, wipe my eyes.

Max Crello gave me gifts all the time. My birthday was no

exception. He would lavish me with expensive items so he

could show off me and how well he was doing. Over-the-top

jewelry, top-of-the-line clothes, and other accessories were all

part of making him feel accomplished. And they were given in

front of others so all his thugs could know what he was able to

provide for me, complete with the price tags gleaming for all

to see.

Hudson’s gift is expensive. But it’s not the same. There’s no

show about it. It’s not for others to be jealous of or to show off

what he can afford to buy.

It’s meant to make me happy.

And he liked you in the bikini.

Stop reading into it, Lena. He’s just a good friend. You’re not the

type of woman he wants or deserves.

I wipe my tears, go into the bathroom, and fix my hair, so it

looks a little nicer, even though we are going to be on the beach

most of the day. I put on a tiny amount of makeup.
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I tell myself it’s to look presentable, but deep down, I can’t lie

to myself. I want to look nice for Hudson.

I put the new bikini and cover-up on, slide into my sandals,

and put the sunglasses on the top of my head.

I leave my room, and Hudson steps out of his wearing his

swimsuit. My lower body throbs, and I try not to ogle his torso.

“Wow. You look...stunning.” His eyes have the same heat I saw

in the store.

Heat flushes my face. “Thank you for my gifts.”

“Happy birthday.”

“How did you know?”

“That’s my secret,” he teases, and winks.

“You didn’t have to—”

“I wanted to.”

Silence.

“Well, thank you again. I love all of it.”

“You’re welcome.”

Minutes pass until Ryland yells, “Hudson.”

“Think that’s my cue. After you.” He motions for me to go

down the stairs first.

When I get to the bottom, the entire Brooks family is in the

kitchen and yells, “Surprise! Happy Birthday!”

My hand flies over my mouth. I look behind me at Hudson,

who has a big grin on his face.

The Brooks shower me with gifts. We spend the day eating,

drinking, and having fun on the beach.

I spend a large portion of the day with Hudson. When I’m not

with him, I catch him gazing at me, or he catches me looking

at him.

When everyone leaves, it’s dark. Hudson walks me to my

bedroom.

“Thank you. This was the best birthday I’ve ever had.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”
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I hug him and kiss his cheek.

He tucks a lock of my hair behind my ear.

My body throbs and time stands still.

He starts to lean toward me. It’s only an inch.

I lean closer, too.

His face moves closer again.

I hold my breath, thinking, and praying he’s going to kiss me.

“Did you miss me?” Kate’s annoying voice rings in my ears.

I exhale and turn to see her smirking at us.

He quickly kisses the top of my head. “Happy birthday, Lena.”

I force a smile. “It was. Thank you.”

“Good night.” He turns, goes into his room, and I do the same.

I spend the rest of the night fantasizing about Hudson

between cursing myself for my thoughts.

Ready to read the rest of Web of Betrayal? Click here now!
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M A S K S  O F  D E V O T I O N  B L U R B

T O G E T H E R  W E  S T A N D  S E R I E S  -  B O O K  F I V E

Kade Coral was my brother's best friend and always in my life.
Until he wasn’t.
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We flirted for years and finally confessed our love.

Six hours after I woke up in his arms, he moved.

Three years have passed and not one word from him.

And nothing recreates the zing I had with Kade.

That includes party boy Fisher Corbyn who wants to get

serious.

Kade arrives, swearing he never stopped loving me but full of

secrets and lies he claims are for my protection.

My brain says Fisher’s safe. Kade’s dangerous for my heart.

Then Fisher shows his true colors. And he’s determined to

have me.

Kade attempts to rescue me but it’ll involve masks of devotion

for us to both come out alive.

(Masks of Devotion is the fifth installment of the Together We
Stand series. It's an epic journey of one family's struggle of
forgiveness, hope, and new beginnings amidst dangerous situ‐
ations. Each story intertwines and focuses on a new sibling
trying to find their Happily Ever After.)

Read MASKS OF DEVOTION, book five of the TOGETHER

WE STAND series - click here.

MASKS OF DEVOTION BLURB
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R O O T S  O F  V E N G E A N C E  B L U R B

T O G E T H E R  W E  S T A N D  S E R I E S  -  B O O K  S I X

Nothing about Connor Brooks is average. Not his looks, or kisses, or
touches.

He’s my target. Falling in love isn’t part of the assignment.
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My job is to determine if he’s a Twisted Heart, the vicious

gang who killed my family.

He’s innocent, but discovers my secret.

My cover is blown. My heart shattered.

But I annihilated his.

Going forward, I tell my boss to only give me the most

dangerous men.

Until they cease to exist, I won’t stop.

Three years later, Connor reappears in my life.

My actions are unforgivable. I’ve crossed the line of no

return.

But the fire is hotter than before…

And Connor claims he’ll pull me out no matter how deep I’ve

fallen. But I don’t know how.

(Roots of Vengeance is the sixth installment of the Together
We Stand series. It’s an epic journey of one family's struggle of
forgiveness, hope, and new beginnings amidst dangerous situ‐
ations. Each story intertwines and focuses on a new sibling
trying to find their Happily Ever After.)

Read ROOTS OF VENGEANCE, book six of the

TOGETHER WE STAND series - click here.

ROOTS OF VENGEANCE BLURB
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S I N S  O F  T H E  F A T H E R  B L U R B

I T ’ S  C O M P L I C A T E D  -  B O O K  F I V E  -  C O M I N G
O C T O B E R  1 S T

A slow burn of adrenaline that will keep you buzzing until you
can’t handle it anymore…

Worth the wait…
An animal under the sheets…
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That’s what his exes claimed about Steven Sinclair on national

T.V.

He’s super successful, scheduled, and has rules about dating.

And he’s my soon to be sister-in-law Quinn’s brother.

I’m only in Chicago for the wedding and to watch my niece

for the week...but now he’s staying with me too.

The aching is too much...the heat too hot...the craving on the

cusp of exploding…

But the sins of his father have consequences in Steven’s life.

And that means mine as well.

”Sins of the Father” is the fifth installment of the “It's Complicated”
series. It is a forbidden love, soul mate, billionaire romance with a HEA.

Read SINS OF THE FATHER, book five of the IT’S

COMPLICATED series - click here.

SINS OF THE FATHER BLURB
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B E H I N D  C L O S E D  D O O R S :  Y O U R  N E X T
A L P H A L I C I O U S  S E R I E S

C O M I N G  J A N U A R Y  2 0 2 1
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