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18. Bargaining 
 

“Darling, let me take that out for you…if you’re finished with it, that is.” Bella was zipping 

shut the duffle bag containing the things she needed for her two–day, two–night sojourn 

from her father’s house. 

I was excited or nervous or both, though no longer about the issue that had panicked 

me earlier in the day. After my frank conversation with my father, the pressure I’d been 

feeling to be superhuman in ways that went beyond the natural abilities of my species had 

lessened, and with it, much of the animus I’d been harboring toward Jacob Black since our 

meeting at the clearing. 

In truth, the dog’s amorous scheming with regard to my Bella was little more than 

hubris. His actions had not been offensive to anyone else who witnessed them, least of all 

Bella. I’d been responding to the testosterone–fueled fantasies of a teenage boy, which 

weren’t so far removed from thoughts I’d heard about Bella at the graduation party or, 

indeed, things I might have thought myself once or twice.  

What troubled me most was that Jacob is bolder than everybody else in going after 

what he wants, and he’s much closer to Bella’s heart than her other admirers, in spite of the 

ill–considered kiss he recently had forced on her. And tomorrow he would be carrying 

Bella for several hours next to his nearly naked, human body. Emotions would be running 

high and with her raging hormones and my continued resistance to dangerous physical 

contact, who knew what Jacob Black might lead her to feel?  

Tonight was my chance to supplant whatever tricks Jacob was planning for the 

morrow. We both knew how vulnerable Bella felt with the newborn army on its way, but 

the difference between Jacob and myself is that he’d have no qualms about taking 

advantage of Bella’s distress. If she gave him any kind of a “yes,” he would gladly pressure 

her for another and another. I didn’t want to allow him even the slimmest opportunity to 

push himself forward in our personal battle for Bella’s heart. If I succeeded with my night’s 

plans, I felt confident that Jacob’s schemes would be rendered ineffective. I wanted him 

out of the picture. I knew Bella loved me, but at the moment I didn’t feel entirely secure 

that she loved only me. 

With my family gone hunting and Charlie at work, Bella and I had spent the day 

together. We delivered Saturday concert tickets that Bella had intended for Alice and me to 

Angela Weber and Mike Newton, who were taking their dates Ben Cheney and Jessica 

Stanley. It eased Bella’s mind to know that her closest friends would be out of town when 

the newborns arrived. 

I listened to Bella’s side of a phone conversation with Jacob when she called to 
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verify Billy’s plans for Charlie on Saturday. Billy said he’d take Charlie ocean–fishing 

first, and then they’d watch the NBA finals at Billy’s house, even though the Seattle Sonics 

weren’t playing. After Bella had completed these arrangements for the people she most 

wanted to protect from the newborns, I made her a sandwich and asked her for a favor. 

“For this one night, could we try to forget everything besides just you and me?” I 

asked, gazing into her eyes. “It seems like I can never get enough time like that. I need to be 

with you. Just you.” 

Bella had promised readily enough, though I knew that putting aside her worries 

about the upcoming battle would be difficult. The last thing I wanted on our night together, 

though, was for her to fret about what promised to be little more than a skirmish, and a brief 

one at that. If I was to succeed with my plans, I needed Bella to be thinking of our future 

together. 

I hung out in the woods when Charlie came home from work, since he’d been told I 

was on a backpacking trip. I kept watch over his house from a distance while Bella fixed 

dinner for her father and cleaned up afterwards. 

“I guess I’ll go now, Dad,” I heard her say. “Alice said ‘after dinner.’” 

“You want to call her first to tell her you’re on your way?” 

“I could, but it won’t be a surprise or anything.”  

I smiled at that. It was an ironic thing to say, since if Alice were home, she would 

know exactly when Bella was coming. Actually, the caveat was unnecessary— Alice 

would know anyway, even from Oregon where the family had gone to hunt. 

The phone in my pocket vibrated and I answered, still smiling. 

“Hi Alice,” Bella said. She must have turned toward the kitchen wall so that Charlie 

couldn’t see her face. She was such a bad liar that, otherwise, he’d surely know she was 

faking the phone call. As a vampire, it was something she would have to improve on. 

“I’m getting ready to leave. I’ll be there in fifteen or twenty minutes.” 

“I’ll meet you around the corner,” I replied softly. “See you soon.” 

“See you,” Bella replied a bit too cheerily. Probably, she was worried that Charlie 

would guess Alice wasn’t home, which made her overcompensate. Her face was 

undoubtedly bright red. She’d be at the kitchen sink about now, pretending to wash her 

hands or drink some water until the color faded. 

I chuckled, remembering what a mystery Bella had been to me in those first days at 

Forks High School, especially after I threw myself in the path of Tyler’s van just before it 

would have crushed her to death. What Jasper, Rosalie, and Emmett believed had been a 

murder–worthy mistake on my part, had turned into love, previously unimaginable 

physical desire, and soon, I hoped, a legal bond. 

I heard Bella start her decrepit Chevrolet pickup (as did everyone within a five–

mile radius) and pull away from her house. Half a block after she turned the corner, I 

opened the passenger–side door and hopped in with her. 

“Would you like me to drive us?” I inquired. 
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“No, I’ll drive,” Bella replied. She glanced at me from the corners of her eyes and 

then focused them back on the road. She was a careful driver, but I also sensed that she 

wasn’t yet ready to begin our evening. She’d promised to let go of everything else but the 

two of us for the night. Perhaps she needed a bit of transition time. For once, I wasn’t 

impatient with Bella’s inordinately slow pace. I was with my love and there was nowhere 

else I’d rather be. 

When Bella turned onto Cullen property and maneuvered her truck through the 

twists and curves of our driveway, I saw that Alice had turned on all the lights in the house 

to welcome us home. It was a nice touch to see the house gleaming in the dark meadow. 

There had still been some light in the sky when we drove down the highway, but in the 

forest, we were in darkness. 

Pulling up to the house, Bella stopped the truck and I dashed out to open her door. 

Joyfully, I hooked my arm around her waist and lifted her to my chest, slinging her duffle 

bag over my shoulder and kicking the driver’s door shut at the same time. I kissed her 

eagerly as I carried her toward the front door, flicked the door latch, nudged the door open, 

and crossed the threshold. The symbolism was intentional. 

The longer our lips remained locked together, the less I wanted to stop kissing 

her—out of love, joy, and passion equally. Bella responded unreservedly and we carried on 

like that for a while. We were the only two creatures in the world at that moment—mortal 

and immortal together— in love and alone. This was the woman I hoped to take as my 

bride. How I adored her!  

When I separated her lips from mine—the memory of her once fainting during a 

kiss never far from my mind—my breath was rapid and uneven and Bella was gasping for 

air. 

“Welcome home,” I said, chuckling. 

“That sounds nice,” she stuttered between breaths. 

I set her on her feet and she hugged herself tightly to me. Now seemed like a good 

time for my opening gift–giving salvo. 

“I have something for you,” I said casually.  

“Oh?” 

“Your hand–me–down, remember? You said that was allowable.” 

“Oh, that’s right. I guess I did say that.” It was a slightly less–than–euphoric 

response. 

I chuckled. “It’s up in my room. Shall I go get it?” 

“Sure,” Bella agreed, seizing my hand. “Let’s go.” 

Even better! Now there was some of the enthusiasm I’d been hoping for. I couldn’t 

help myself in my excitement…I gathered her into my arms and raced up the first flight of 

stairs, down the hallway, and up the second flight of stairs to my third–floor bedroom. I set 

her down outside the door and dashed to the already–open fire safe in my closet, snatching 

up the precious charm.  
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As I returned to Bella, she stepped past me toward the bed to sit down and I 

wondered momentarily if she was worried about fainting. She positioned herself in the 

center of the mattress in what one might consider a defensive position with her knees 

pulled to her chest and her arms wrapped around them. If she did pass out, she would roll to 

a soft landing. 

“Okay,” Bella said grudgingly. “Let me have it.”  

Laughing at her reluctant assent, I joined her on the bed and noticed that her heart 

stuttered and sped up. How could someone be so anxious about a simple gift?  

“A hand–me–down,” I reiterated, highlighting the lowly nature of the trinket. 

I pulled her hand from her leg and linked the 12–caret, heart–shaped diamond to her 

new silver bracelet. It sparkled and gleamed in the light of the bedside lamp. Bella gulped. 

“It was my mother’s.” I shrugged at its inconsequence. “I inherited quite a few 

baubles like this. I’ve given some to Esme and Alice both. So, clearly, this is not a big deal 

in any way.” 

Bella smiled sympathetically at the mention of my long–dead mother, Elizabeth 

Masen. 

“But I thought it was a good representation. It’s hard and cold.” I laughed. “And it 

throws rainbows in the sunlight.” 

“You forgot the most important similarity,” Bella said softly as she rotated her 

wrist under the light. “It’s beautiful.” 

“My heart is just as silent,” I murmured. “And it, too, is yours.” 

“Thank you. For both.” Bella looked up. 

“No, thank you. It’s a relief to have you accept a gift so easily. Good practice for 

you, too.” I grinned, hinting at future gifts.  

Rather than object as I would have expected, Bella burrowed under my arm and 

snuggled against my side, showing no signs of complaining about being given a present. 

That was unprecedented. I was thrilled! 

Looking down at her hands, Bella spoke. 

“Can we discuss something? I’d appreciate it if you could begin by being open–

minded.” 

So…she was assuming that I would disagree with whatever it was she wished to 

talk about. But I wanted Bella to feel free to tell me what she thought and how she felt 

about everything. 

“I’ll give it my best effort,” I promised. 

“I’m not breaking any rules here. This is strictly about you and me.” That was good. 

I’d been hoping to ignore the following day’s events for one night.  

Bella cleared her throat nervously. 

“So…I was impressed by how well we were able to compromise the other night. I 

was thinking I would like to apply the same principle to a different situation.”  

Bella’s awkwardness began to amuse me, in spite of my mild tension over whatever 
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this obviously difficult topic was. She was behaving just as I had when I’d spoken to 

Carlisle about her. 

“What would you like to negotiate?” I asked solicitously. 

Bella went quiet and my tension began to mount. Damn! How much easier 

everything would be if I could just read her mind! A loud, fast thumping sound filled the 

room. 

“Listen to your heart fly. It’s fluttering like a hummingbird’s wings. Are you all 

right?” 

“I’m great.” 

“Please go on then.” 

“Well, I guess, first, I wanted to talk to you about that whole ridiculous marriage 

condition thing.”  

So much for being open–minded. “It’s only ridiculous to you,” I pointed out. “What 

about it?” 

“I was wondering…is that open to negotiation?” 

My heart sank. If she was trying to dodge my one condition for changing her, then I 

saw little chance of getting the yes I’d hoped for tonight. I frowned in disappointment.  

“I’ve already made the largest concession by far and away—I’ve agreed to take 

your life away against my better judgment. And that ought to entitle me to a few 

compromises on your part.” 

“No,” Bella replied. I tensed before she hurried to explain. “That part’s a done deal. 

We’re not discussing my…renovations right now. I want to hammer out some other 

details.” My interest was piqued, but anything that required this much buildup couldn’t be 

good.  

“Which details do you mean exactly?” I began martialing counter–conditions in my 

head just on principle. 

Bella avoided the question. “Let’s clarify your prerequisites first.” 

“You know what I want.” 

“Matrimony,” Bella said with a sneer. 

“Yes,” I agreed, then proceeded to load my side of the scales to gain some 

negotiating room. “To start with.” The comment unsettled her, putting her at an immediate 

disadvantage in the as–yet–unspecified negotiation.  

“There’s more?” she asked in alarm. 

“Well,” I said, thinking fast. Obviously, she was going to ask for something she 

really wanted. It was only smart that I try to get as much as possible in trade. What I really 

wanted, after marriage, was for her to share my material abundance, so I made my case for 

it. “If you’re my wife, then what’s mine is yours…like tuition money. So there would be no 

problem with Dartmouth.” 

“Anything else? While you’re already being absurd?” 

“I wouldn’t mind some time,” I told her, revisiting the condition I’d mostly given 
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up on. I still thought it would be best for her to remain human as long as possible, though. 

“No. No time. That’s a deal breaker right there.” 

I sighed at her intransigence, though I’d expected it.  

“Just a year or two?” 

Bella declined with a vehement shake of her head.  

“Move along to the next one.” 

“That’s it. Unless you’d like to talk cars…” I smiled at Bella’s discomfiture, but I 

knew she was deeply serious about whatever it was she was so nervous to talk about. I took 

her left hand, touching her ring finger with longing. 

“I didn’t realize there was anything else you wanted besides being transformed into 

a monster yourself. I’m extremely curious.” My voice was soft and gentle, though I was 

anything but calm. I couldn’t imagine what she was thinking. 

Bella kept her head down and avoided my eyes, but I saw the blood rush into her 

face. I touched a flushed cheek in surprise. 

“You’re blushing?” She still didn’t look up. “Please, Bella, the suspense is 

painful.” 

Bella bit her lip. I couldn’t stand it any longer. 

“Bella,” I pressed. 

“Well, I’m a little worried…about after,” she finally admitted, though that told me 

nothing in particular. Still, it was a hint—one that made me uneasy.  

I kept my voice gentle. “What has you worried?” 

“All of you just seem so convinced that the only thing I’m going to be interested in, 

afterward, is slaughtering everyone in town,” Bella declared, a harsh reminder of our true 

nature. “And I’m afraid I’ll be so preoccupied with the mayhem that I won’t be me 

anymore…and that I won’t…I won’t want you the same way I do now.” 

“Bella, that part doesn’t last forever,” I promised. 

“Edward,” Bella said with her eyes downcast, “There’s something that I want to do 

before I’m not human anymore.” 

Good. Great! I was pleased that Bella had been thinking more about her humanity. 

I waited for her to reveal the “something,” but she didn’t. 

“Whatever you want,” I prompted. 

“Do you promise?”  

“Yes.”  

I had no idea what could be so difficult to say out loud. It’s not like she was asking 

for a kidney or Rosalie’s first–born son or something. “Tell me what you want, and you can 

have it.” 

Bella’s face remained a beautiful pink color as she spoke a single word under her 

breath—“You.” 

Had she changed her mind about matrimony? 

“I’m yours,” I replied happily. 
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Bella averted her eyes when I tried to read them, but then she kneeled beside me 

and wrapped her arms around my neck. She kissed me hesitantly and I was more than 

willing to return the affection, though I still didn’t understand.  

Should I propose to her now? But no, she’d said she wanted to negotiate the 

“marriage” condition, and then she’d said she wanted to do something before she was 

changed. None of it made any sense. Then I felt Bella’s hands slide down my neck toward 

my chest. Her fingers clumsily began to unfasten the buttons on my shirt. She’d released 

two of them before the truth hit me. 

Oh! Oh my gawd…she wanted ME! Today! Now! I froze as a sudden, cold terror 

gripped my loins and stoppered my breath. I felt a sickening sensation in my stomach.  

With our physical desire for one another increasing daily, I don’t know why I had 

been so thick. I suppose I rely on my mind–reading ability so much that my powers of 

perception without it are a bit weak, especially where my unpredictable Bella is concerned. 

In my variation of innocence, I’d been focused on procuring the promise of a wedding, 

while my true love wanted to skip right to the wedding night. In fact, she had no interest in 

the wedding at all. 

“Be reasonable, Bella.” I pushed her away somewhat harshly, fear causing me to 

overreact. 

“You promised—whatever I wanted,” Bella objected.  

I couldn’t admit the truth—that I wanted her too, that I’d been thinking about it and 

all the ramifications of it almost non–stop for the past twenty–four hours. But now my 

father’s words were ringing in my ears: …I can’t recommend that you take any action that 

would endanger Bella’s life…. 

His warning had been a relief in a way, a comfortable solution. Since Bella didn’t 

need to lose her virginity with me before she was changed, there was simply no reason to 

risk hurting her. Waiting until she was absolutely safe eliminated my fear of making a fatal 

mistake. Conveniently enough, it also abolished the gray area between right and wrong, 

and the danger zone between possible and not possible.  

“We’re not having this discussion,” I said with the strength of my new conviction. 

Bella’s face became hard. “I say we are.”  

She knew she couldn’t undress me against my will, so her fingers moved instead to 

the buttons on her own shirt, successfully disengaging the top two before I could react. I 

grabbed her wrists and pulled them away from the buttons and pinned them to her sides. In 

spite of myself, I couldn’t keep my eyes from surveying the smooth ivory skin she’d 

exposed above her breasts.  

“I say we’re not,” I repeated with no inflection at all. 

Bella scowled at me and I scowled back. Her heartbeat was pounding out an 

agitated rhythm that I felt in my body too. She was angry; I was aroused. 

“You wanted to know,” Bella grumbled. 

“I thought it would be something faintly realistic.” 
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“So you can ask for any stupid, ridiculous thing you want—like getting 

married—but I’m not allowed to even discuss what I—” 

“No.” Somebody in this room had to keep her safe. I took Bella’s wrists in one hand 

and covered her mouth with the other—mostly a symbolic gesture. I did not trust myself to 

argue with her. It wasn’t an unreasonable request—to make love with the one you loved. It 

was just too much responsibility, too much risk. 

Bella went silent, but the pink color rose up her neck into her cheeks and she 

refused to look at me. I lifted her chin with my hand so I could see her eyes. She resisted 

and I exhaled irritably. 

“What now?”  

“Nothing.” Bella tried to turn away. Then I saw the dampness beginning to collect 

in her eyes. 

“Did I hurt your feelings?” I asked in astonishment. 

“No,” Bella mumbled, but I could see otherwise. 

I was mortified! I hurriedly scooped her into my arms and held her against my 

chest, cradling her face. I stroked her cheek with my thumb in an attempt to soften the 

affront. That wasn’t what I’d meant at all! 

“You know why I have to say no. You know that I want you, too.” 

“Do you?” Bella whispered and I recognized insecurity in her tone. How had I 

managed to make her feel undesirable? That was crazy! 

“Of course I do, you silly, beautiful, oversensitive girl.” I chuckled without mirth, 

remembering graduation night. “Doesn’t everyone? I feel like there’s a line behind me, 

jockeying for position, waiting for me to make a big enough mistake…. You’re too 

desirable for your own good.” And I felt certain that she could have what she desired with 

any one of them. It was only me who couldn’t give that to her. Sadness swept through me. 

“Who’s being silly now?” Bella asked. 

“Do I have to send a petition around to get you to believe? Shall I tell you whose 

names would be on the top of the list? You know a few of them, but some might surprise 

you.” She was completely blind to the effect she had on young men…and on older ones 

too, and yet it was so obvious to me. 

“You’re just trying to distract me,” Bella accused. “Let’s get back to the subject.” 

I sighed. 

“Tell me if I have anything wrong. Your demands are marriage,”—Bella 

grimaced—“paying my tuition, more time, and you wouldn’t mind if my vehicle went a 

little faster. Did I get everything? That’s a hefty list.”  

She really was going to bargain against her own welfare. It might be amusing if it 

weren’t deadly serious. Still, she was adorable when she got so determined—and she was 

persuasive too. I mustn’t forget that. 

 “Only the first is a demand,” I clarified, that being the one thing precious enough 

to overcome my aversion to stealing her humanity. “The others are merely requests.” 
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“And my lone, solitary little demand is—” 

“Demand?” I asked in surprise.  

“Yes, demand. Getting married is a stretch for me. I’m not giving in unless I get 

something in return.” 

Could she be saying that making love with me now was the one thing valuable 

enough to overcome her aversion to marriage? She couldn’t wait a few more months in 

order to keep herself safe and whole? It couldn’t be. 

I leaned over and whispered softly into her ear. “No. It’s not possible now. Later, 

when you’re less breakable. Be patient, Bella,” I implored. 

“But that’s the problem. It won’t be the same when I’m less breakable. I won’t be 

the same! I don’t know who I’ll be then.” 

“You’ll still be Bella,” I said, attempting to reassure. The truth was that I had no 

memory of who I was before my change and, except for Rosalie, I’d not known my parents 

or siblings before they were changed. It’s just what we all believed. If we had been vastly 

different before, then we couldn’t know it anyway, since our memories didn’t survive the 

change well. 

Bella frowned. “If I’m so far gone that I’d want to kill Charlie—that I’d drink 

Jacob’s blood or Angela’s if I got the chance—how can that be true?” 

“It will pass. And I doubt you’ll want to drink the dog’s blood,” I teased. “Even as a 

newborn, you’ll have better taste than that.” I grinned, trying to derail her from this 

unproductive conversation. 

She ignored the attempt. “But that will always be what I want most, won’t it? 

Blood, blood, and more blood!” 

“The fact that you are still alive is proof that that is not true,” I said righteously. 

“Over eighty years later,” she countered. “What I meant was physically, though. 

Intellectually, I know I’ll be able to be myself…after a while. But just purely physically—I 

will always be thirsty, more than anything else.” 

I didn’t reply. I couldn’t be sure that my words would ring with conviction. It 

wasn’t true for me anymore. My desire for Bella easily rivaled my thirst now. But I hadn’t 

known her when I was a newborn. Emmett or Esme could answer that question better than 

me. It was difficult to argue with less than full information. 

“So I will be different,” she continued at my silence. “Because right now, 

physically, there’s nothing I want more than you. More than food or water or oxygen. 

Intellectually, I have my priorities in a slightly more sensible order. But physically…” 

Bella turned her head and kissed the inside of my hand.  

Ahhh… I inhaled deeply trying to calm myself. I couldn’t refute the power of her 

desire. I could feel it—had always felt it—and it moved me deeply. I loved her and I 

wanted to make love with her too. Probably as much as she did.  

“Bella, I could kill you,” I anguished. 

“I don’t think you could.” 
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No? I reached behind me and grasped one of the iron roses from the corner post of 

the bed and snapped it off its iron vine. I held it out for Bella’s inspection before I closed 

my hand around it and applied mild pressure. When I opened my hand, the iron rose had 

become an amorphous iron lump, which shattered instantly into thousands of iron filings in 

my palm. 

“That’s not what I meant,” she protested with a scowl. “I already know how strong 

you are. You didn’t have to break the furniture.” 

“What did you mean then?” I tossed the black sand into a corner and tried to decode 

the look in her eyes. I didn’t understand. 

“Obviously not that you aren’t physically able to hurt me, if you wanted to… More 

that, you don’t want to hurt me…so much so that I don’t think that you ever could.”  

No, no, no…, I thought, shaking my head slowly. 

“It might not work like that, Bella.” What if I was more like a mountain lion, biting 

the neck of his mate during copulation? Or worse, like a praying mantis that rips off the 

head of her partner when she’s finished with him? Or even more likely, what if my hands 

clenched uncontrollably, or I accidentally kicked her, or…it could be anything! 

“Might,” she accused derisively. “You have no more idea what you’re talking 

about than I do.” 

“Exactly. Do you imagine I would ever take that kind of risk with you?”  

Bella gazed into my eyes, all the hardness in her expression suddenly melting away.  

“Please,” she whispered plaintively. “It’s all I want. Please.” She closed her eyes in 

expectation of defeat. 

I was losing my footing as the earth beneath us began to sway. A powerful ache 

throbbed in my chest and started working its way through my body. 

“Please?” Bella begged, opening her eyes.  

What did she see in my face, in my body language, in my heart? Could she see my 

resolve wavering? Could she see how much I loved her? How much I wanted to give her 

everything she wanted? It was agonizing.  

Bella saw me falter. Her heart picked up speed and she plowed on with renewed 

energy, her words rushing breathlessly from her.  

“You don’t have to make me any guarantees. If it doesn’t work out right, well, then 

that’s that. Just let us try—only try. And I’ll give you what you want,” she babbled on. “I’ll 

marry you. I’ll let you pay for Dartmouth, and I won’t complain about the bribe to get me 

in. You can even buy me a fast car if that makes you happy! Just…please.” 

She would marry me! It was my heart’s desire! But…she would marry me to death! 

How could I? I felt my arms tighten around her as if I could hold her promise to me and 

never let it go. I put my lips to her ear and inhaled the scent of her…a combination of her 

blood, her skin, her hair…her desire. That alone was coercion enough. I wanted to give her 

what she wanted. Of course I did! 

“This is unbearable,” I murmured. “So many things I’ve wanted to give you—and 
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this is what you decide to demand. Do you have any idea how painful it is, trying to refuse 

you when you plead with me this way?” 

“Then don’t refuse.” 

I brushed my lips across her neck, back and forth, searching for my resolve. It 

would be so easy to surrender…here, now…on our bed. 

“Please.” 

“Bella…”  

I knew better. I shook my head, but her hair felt soft against my face; my lips were 

absorbing her heat; and I could feel the gush of blood that her frantic heart pumped just 

beneath her skin. 

Bella turned her face toward mine and found my lips. Love and desire quickly 

welled up and overflowed. I clutched her face in my hands and kissed her urgently, 

desperately…the lion thrusting his head through the bars of his cage. She trembled against 

me and fire coursed through my veins, desire like hot blood.  

When Bella pulled away to breathe, I moved my lips to her throat, smoothing them 

down her jugular vein and across her collarbone. At what point would the beast break 

through the bars and spring? 

I felt Bella unfastening the buttons of my shirt, but this time, I had no wish to stop 

her. Her fingers trailed down my skin as she laid my chest bare, button–by–button. When 

finally she moved the fabric aside and placed her fiery hands on me, I was paralyzed with 

sensation. I’d never allowed her to touch me beneath my clothing, though she’d tried many 

times. I closed my eyes and simply breathed her in, my mouth at her neck. 

Her fingers stroked the shallow swells and dips of my pectoral muscles, around the 

sides, across the bottom, over my nipples. As my breath grew ragged, she traced the 

depressions between each of my ribs, then stroked my breastbone where they joined in the 

center. Then her hands slid up my neck to my face and pulled my lips back to hers. Her 

kisses telegraphed her desire and I returned hers with mine. It would be only a small step 

further to set the beast free. I wanted to. 

I wrapped my arm around her waist and pulled her torso tightly against me. Maybe 

I could give her what she wanted. Maybe… Bella’s hands moved back to my chest and 

wandered around in every direction beneath my gaping shirt front. I held my breath, 

wondering what I would do if her fingers roamed downward onto my stomach and lower, 

behind the waistband of my trousers. Well…I doubt I could have resisted giving her 

anything she wanted. 

To be touched in this way was so penetrating and intense that it almost hurt. And 

when Bella removed her hands from my skin, the weight of heavy loss dropped like lead 

into my stomach. I pulled her even closer and her hands began moving again, but this time 

they were releasing more buttons on her blouse. The realization jerked me backward as if 

I’d just hit the end of my chain, which in truth, I had. If Bella succeeded in removing any of 

her clothing, I knew I could not turn back. 
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Almost as a reflex, I grabbed Bella’s wrists and stretched her arms over her head, 

pushing her onto her back and imprisoning her with my body. Strangely, she’d given me an 

inspiration and also a salve for something that had been niggling at the back of my mind. 

My lips were at her ear. “Bella,” I whispered roughly. “Would you please stop 

trying to take your clothes off?” 

“Do you want to do that part?” she asked breathlessly. 

Yes! my body fairly shouted. Do it now! Through the cacophony of opposing voices 

in my head, I forced out the words, “Not tonight.”  

I moved my lips slowly down her cheek and across her jawline to soften the 

blow—for both of us. I was wary of my willingness to concede to her demand, even though 

it would require more self–control than I’d ever imagined myself capable of. Quite 

possibly, I wasn’t. But judging by my faltering will, she would get what she wanted sooner 

or later, probably sooner. She obviously possessed the power to silence my better 

judgment. But I wanted Bella in other ways too, and just as badly—I wanted her spiritually, 

emotionally, and legally. She’d been avoiding the latter issue altogether. 

“Edward, don’t—” Bella gasped. 

Still against my better judgment, which seemed to be taking the night off, I told her, 

“I’m not saying no. I’m just saying not tonight.” 

Bella looked at me, still breathless, and I saw in her eyes frustration and 

disappointment, but I also thought I glimpsed a measure of triumph. Frustration took the 

reins, though. 

“Give me one good reason why tonight is not as good as any other night.” 

“I wasn’t born yesterday.” I chuckled at the vast truth in that. “Out of the two of us, 

which do you think is more unwilling to give the other what they want? You just promised 

to marry me before you do any changing, but if I give in tonight, what guarantee do I have 

that you won’t go running off to Carlisle in the morning? I am—clearly—much less 

reluctant to give you what you want. Therefore…you first.” That was the inspiration and 

the salve to my conscience. 

Bella was aghast. “I have to marry you first?”  

You’d have thought I’d asked her to eat banana slugs, or stop brushing her teeth for 

a year, or something humans would deem equally repulsive. It would seem that I was 

prepared to use the oldest lure in the history of mankind to place a wedding ring on my 

beloved’s finger. 

  

 


